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Preface:
The Masks of Faith

Journalists have never known exactly what to do with religion. On the ladder of professional esteem, religious writing ranks between recipes and obituaries. We who write about what people do have a more difficult time with what they think or believe.

And yet spiritual matters are far more influential in people’s lives than, for instance, politics, the mainstay of the journalist’s craft. This is true even in this supposedly secular age in which we live. Yes, one can look at the evidence of the declining membership of traditional churches, at the loss of any sense of the sacred in public life, and at the corruption of television evangelists who accept MasterCard and Visa and holler the name of Jesus as their 800 numbers roll across the screen. It is easy to see the decay of the religious ideal in America.

That does not mean that religion is dead. We are—as usual in this country—in the middle of religious tumult. The growth of modern fundamentalism is one of the most significant social movements of American history, comparable to the “Great Awakenings” of our past. The continuing appearance of cults of various kinds testifies to the fact that the American hothouse still seems to be a suitable climate for the rise of freelance prophets and spiritual experimenters. Compared with the moribund, but state-supported, denominations of Europe, the religious life of the United States is continually refreshed by the schisms and improvisations of one new sect after another. Some are overnight fads; others will take hold and become the established congregations of the future. It is confounding to realize that the success of one belief over another has little to do with the apparent craziness of the doctrine.

The Gallup polls, which have been measuring religious trends and church attendance for more than half a century, show a remarkable stability over time. In 1991, 42 percent of Americans regularly attended church, which is almost exactly the same figure as the number of churchgoers in the thirties (41 percent in 1939). More than half of all Americans said they believed in the existence of the Devil (up significantly from 39 percent in 1978). On Easter, 1991, 85 percent of Roman Catholics and 72 percent of Protestants attended services. Nine out of ten Americans prayed every week and said that they have never doubted the existence of God; eight out of ten said they believed in miracles and expected to answer for their sins on Judgment Day.

Compare those figures to the situation in Europe, where in France, for instance, about 12 percent of the population attends church, and in England, as a recent poll in the London Sunday Express discovered, 34 percent of Britons do not even know why Easter is celebrated. In the Western world, religion is an especially American phenomenon. And yet when a journalist unfolds his map of the spiritual terrain of America, he sees a patchwork of mysticism, hypocrisy, hucksterism, and violence, with an occasional dash of sexual perversity. Perhaps this is because religion tends to make the news only when it crosses into some other recognizable category where the journalist feels more at home. Sex crimes of clergy against children accounted for more than a hundred indictments in 1990 alone. A report to the 1991 Presbyterian General Assembly suggested that up to 23 percent of the Christian clergy nationwide has engaged in sexual behavior with parishioners, clients, or employees. My own files are stuffed with stories of blackmailed bishops, ritual murders, church-led real estate scams, apparitions of Jesus or the Virgin Mary, and feverish expressions of the millennium. Certainly in the last few years religious scandals have been a hallmark of our age—but they have been hallmarks of many ages in America. The religious scholar Lonnie Kliever speaks of religion as being the frontier between human creativity and lunacy. The truth of that statement is as apparent in our country as anywhere else in the world.

Thus the tendency of journalists to look upon religion as a marketplace of the weird and the absurd. I confess it is not easy to clear my head of this prejudice. I suppose that early on in my life I felt a need to choose between my allegiance to the worldview of reason, knowledge, and experience, on the one hand, and that of faith, on the other. The two perspectives seemed to cancel each other out. If one looks at life through the prism of faith, as I once did, then one is constantly having to reprogram the messages of reason, knowledge, and experience in order to make them conform to what one believes. And yet the person who commits himself to realism lives in a smaller dimension than someone whose life is animated by strong religious belief.

Many times in my career I have witnessed the transforming power of faith. I have seen it in prisons and ghettos as well as in boardrooms and chambers of power. I have often found myself admiring people who held views I strongly disagreed with—for instance, the Black Muslims, who believe that I am a devil because of my race but who have generated the moral power to bring order and dignity to prison life. Where addiction rules or where social values have collapsed, it is usually only those rare persons of faith who can survive and sometimes even transform their seemingly hopeless environments; I am thinking in particular about a foster mother I met once in the South Bronx, a Jehovah’s Witness, who managed to overcome her own drug addiction and to save a number of abandoned or orphaned children. My wife and I spent a summer in Pennsylvania writing about Amish and Mennonite dairy farmers, and we were powerfully affected by the beauty of their simple ways, even though the intellectual confinement of that existence was as oppressive, in its way, as life in a totalitarian society. When I covered the waning days of the civil rights movement, I was moved again and again by stories of people whose faith in God led them to place their own lives in jeopardy. I have seen how faith enlarges a person, allowing him to transcend his circumstances and his own flawed nature. With all the advances of technology and psychology, there are some transformations that only faith can accomplish. I look upon such believers with a mixture of envy and pity. They live in a world that has meaning, which is comforting even if that meaning is delusory.

I sought to better understand why people believe what they believe. It was a question that only vaguely interested me a few years ago. I had the idea that one either was born into faith or else stumbled into it at a vulnerable moment, and that one might as well worship one thing as another. It didn’t occur to me that the content of belief mattered, or that a person’s faith might be a complex metaphor for the life he lived. Nor did it seem vitally important in my own life.

For most of that life, I realized, I had leaned on my father’s faith. He was devout and comfortable with his beliefs, and I must have supposed that one day I would be as well—I was like him in so many other ways. He had been a religious leader on a small scale, as a Sunday school teacher; but for me, of course, he was Belief itself, the personification of Christianity. At some point during my turning away from the church and the traditions I had grown up with, I had made a mental date with my father’s religion. It was hard to imagine myself as a grown man without some firm conviction about the purpose of existence. I had expected that by the time I had children myself, I would have worked out my quarrels with religion and settled into some secure understanding about my place in the plan, and that I would be able to pass that sense of security—if not my actual beliefs—along to my children, as my father had done for me. But this expected rendezvous with faith never happened. Gradually I began to wonder if this was a failing on my part—or was it integrity?—that held me apart from religion. In any case, I still found some solace, even as a grown man, that my father was a believer.

Then, a few years ago, my father discovered that he had cancer. He faced it bravely, as I expected. The morning of his operation, after he had been given his injection and his hold on consciousness was beginning to fade, perhaps forever, he lay in his hospital bed and stared out at the whitish-blue winter sky. “I believe in God,” he said thickly. “I believe within the limits of all rational understanding. But at the end it’s not enough.” His eyelids bobbed, and in a moment the orderly came and wheeled him away. Of course, my thoughts were on his operation and whether he would recover. I pushed aside those doubts that he had expressed. I had wanted then to reassure him, as he would have done for me, but I had only sat there feeling inadequate and awfully afraid. It was later, after he recovered and I could allow myself to think of something other than the possibility of his death, that I realized how angry I was at him, how betrayed I felt at his being nothing but a poor doubter like myself. If I couldn’t rely on his faith any longer, then where could I turn?

He had done me a favor, I suppose, by showing me his doubt. But now I had the task of finding my own creed, even if that was atheism or some still unsettled form of agnosticism. I thought that by writing about people with various kinds of beliefs, I might find something worth believing, some anchor to secure the spiritual restlessness that was my constant shadow. Perhaps only a journalist, who lives so much of his life vicariously, would think this way. I imagined that I could test the value of a person’s belief by seeing it manifested in his or her life. After all, this was what had put me off religion in the first place, seeing people believe one way and live another. Religion didn’t have much value, in my opinion, unless it was transformative; otherwise it was lip service or a pointless guilt trip.

As a genre, then, this book presents itself as a travel adventure, in which the protagonist enters foreign territory in order to discover something valuable about himself; the only distinction here is that the traveler is moving through regions of belief rather than culture. For me, however, the experience of writing this book has called into question the whole notion of a “spiritual journey,” as it is popularly called. If there is such a journey, then it is taken on rails. Imagine religious belief as a subway system in which there are many possible stops. Aboveground, people go about their business, perhaps unaware of the intricate commotion going on in the world below their feet. But should a person be drawn into this world, he will probably enter through a station in his neighborhood. He discovers that he is on a “line.” Let us say it is my line—that is, mainline Protestant, which runs from fundamentalism to atheism with many intervening stops. If he looks at a map of the system, he will see the Jewish line, the Catholic, the Moslem, to name a few of the multiple possibilities, but they all pass through neighborhoods he is unlikely to visit except out of curiosity. As in other intricate systems, however, the lines intersect and parallel each other in various places. For instance, a number of different lines converge at the New Age station (formerly transcendentalism). The point of this analogy is that given who we are, we are constrained, if not actually destined, to arrive at the conclusions we eventually reach. That’s not to say that a person cannot transfer from one faith to another, by taking another train, or that free will and intellectual striving and the lessons of experience and sudden mystical encounters have no effect. They do. But in the universe of possible beliefs, what one chooses to believe (or disbelieve) reflects the life one has led.

Not long after I began this quest I had dinner with the controversial British scientist Rupert Sheldrake, who is the originator of the intriguing theory of morphogenic fields, which supposes that there is a sort of species memory for all organic creation. Like me, Sheldrake is an ex-Methodist who had wandered away from his childhood faith to see if he could find some more acceptable system of belief. Unlike me, Sheldrake had found it. Over our meal we chatted about this proposed book, in which I would attach myself to various believers in order to try on their faiths and see what, if anything, fit me. Sheldrake’s comment, ruthlessly appropriate, was “What a very Methodist thing to do.”

My object then was to be able to reconcile the two worldviews I mentioned earlier. I might be willing to accept the possibility of faith in my life, but not at the expense of reason, knowledge, and experience. I would look at the phenomenon of belief with the same cold eye I would bring to any other story. Was there any faith that could survive such scrutiny? Because the people profiled in this book are not merely believers but religious leaders, they leave themselves open to having someone like me explore their lives to see how their faith operates on a day-to-day level. As a practical matter, this made them more interesting to me and therefore easier to write about. Looking past their homilies to see whether the values they preach have any relevance to the lives they lead was a way of bringing them down to earth.

I have to admit that part of what was powering this quest was my need to strip away masks and find the hidden truth. Of course, masks have always been a feature of religion. In primitive societies, which are useful mirrors of our own, masks are frequently associated with shamans and religious ceremonies. When a Zuni puts on a mask of a kachina spirit, he is thought to be transformed into the kachina itself. Similarly, among the Onondaga tribe of the Iroquois, there was a False Face Society, a shamanistic group that put on masks in order to acquire the power of the deities the masks were supposed to represent. They used these masks in their healing ceremonies. Each of the people whose lives are described in this book is a mask-wearer; indeed, one of the fascinating motifs I discovered is how much artifice goes into constructing the public personas of our religious leaders. The more recognizable the mask is to our subconscious—that is, the purer the archetype—the more power the mask-wearer will have. Which mask they choose to hold up is a result of the life they have led.

Walker Railey, the first of those religious leaders profiled in this book, in 1986 wrote an insightful article on Halloween trick-or-treaters in his church newspaper:


In just a few short years, those same little people will grow up into big people. They will so mature in age and mind that they will no longer wear costumes on Halloween. Unfortunately, though, many of them will still be wearing masks. Instead of plastic masks that hide the face, they will wear emotional masks that hide the heart. They will learn to smile in public, even when they truly want to cry. They will develop a way of looking interested, even though they are bored to death.… Some folks are so good at wearing masks they never reveal their true identities to anyone—not their boss, not their spouse, not their children, not even themselves.



That certainly turned out to be an accurate description of Railey, but it also describes the situation of many people who try to hide human frailty behind the mask of holiness and spiritual certitude. Their faith is a portrayal of the life they would lead if they were something other than the all-too-human people they actually are.

Finally, a word about the title. When I began this book, the religious categories of saints and sinners seemed like an obvious way of looking at these figures on their own terms. I had become interested in the apparent paradox of people—like Walker Railey and Jimmy Swaggart—who struggled to be good but became victims of their own drive for perfection. Considering their fates, one could argue that the desire to be saintly is perilous, perhaps evil, perhaps even a form of mental illness. They tried to purge what they called the demons inside them; they tried to purify themselves and become as hallowed and sanctified as the masks they wore. Instead, their demons, their repressed needs, their disowned selves, whatever one might call them, took control. My own view is that these internal rebellions demonstrate the resistance of the human soul to being simplified and pigeonholed. I know that, by talking about the soul, I’m falling into the use of religious language, but that is the language we are speaking when we use such terms as good and evil, saints and sinners. The soul is the stage upon which this pageant is played out. In the real world, as we call the existential day-to-day, these words have no meaning. But in the masquerade of religious belief, words are symbols and symbols are power. One doesn’t have to believe in the soul to acknowledge the meaningfulness of the drama.

I saw as well in the lives of Madalyn O’Hair and Anton LaVey a certain purity that one might otherwise ascribe to religious ascetics. Indeed, in spiritual terms they are heroes of their type, because they have chosen to embody the two most frightening manifestations of the religious urge, doubt and evil. They live in the chambers of despair. Those who condemn them should also consider the moral courage required to explore the dark, uncertain territories of the human spirit that we name atheism and Satanism. To my way of thinking, there is a certain saintliness involved in carrying so much hatred directed at them from people who are unwilling to accept these archetypal aspects of themselves. It is exactly this bewildering, perverse, and paradoxical mixture of the saint in the sinner and the sinner in the saint that I find so compelling and revelatory of the mysteriousness of the human predicament.

One can object that I have not included a real saint in this collection, someone like Mother Teresa (who, in fact, rejected my request to write about her). I am willing to believe that such a creature exists, although the testimony of saints is almost always obsessive on the subject of their own fallen natures. Also, as a journalist once again, I confess that perfection doesn’t interest me. If I found a transcended personality who had achieved inner peace, I’m sure I wouldn’t know what to do with him or her. Will Campbell and Matthew Fox come closer to our idea of saintly personalities, but neither will ever be canonized. That’s because each has a hold on his humanity, what we might also call his flawed and sinful nature. What is truly saintly about them is the extent to which they resist the call to sainthood. Behind their masks, they remain themselves.

I discovered that each of these persons’ beliefs was a metaphor for his or her life. Even Madalyn O’Hair, who claims to be free of religion, is waging a vendetta against God, and in that sense her life is a spiritual struggle as well as a symbolic continuation of her fight against her father. Look also at Railey’s attempt to make the church his substitute family; at Swaggart’s flight into perversion to escape his longing for his mother; at LaVey’s embrace of the stigmatized, lonely child he had been; at Campbell’s loathing for all institutions; at Fox’s war with his father’s Augustinian beliefs: it is easy to see the Oedipal drama that is being played out in these leaders’ lives. For each of them, the individual mask of belief is a mythic way of expressing their emotional needs and their craving for love and acceptance.

It is no wonder that I would not find among these leaders a system of belief that I could accept. I have lived a different life. On the way to this discovery, however, I went on my own spiritual journey. My object was not just to see the sights but to change—to enlarge—myself. This is the chronicle of my search for faith.


Walker Railey’s Demon
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WIFE OF ANTI-RACIST CLERIC IS ATTACKED, I read in the New York Times as I flew home from Los Angeles a few days after Easter. Margaret Railey, the thirty-eight-year-old wife of the Reverend Walker L. Railey of Dallas, was beaten, choked, and left for dead on the floor of their garage. Her husband found her unconscious body when he returned from studying at the library shortly after midnight on April 22, 1987. The police had no leads in the case. “Dr. Railey, who is white, has been an outspoken critic of racial prejudice in this city,” said the Times. According to the executive minister in Railey’s church, Gordon D. Casad, Railey had received a series of threatening letters in the preceding weeks and had preached the Easter sermon wearing a bulletproof vest.

It took a moment for the realization to sink in that this bizarre episode had taken place in my very own church, First United Methodist on the corner of Ross and Harwood in downtown Dallas. This was the church I grew up in and angrily ran away from and retreated to on several guilty occasions. What I always had hated about my church was its instinctive fear of confronting society. But here was a minister who had spoken out against racial injustices and inequality in a city where such things are rarely said aloud. Here was a man threatened with death in that same sanctuary. And here was a man whose wife was strangled into what the doctors called a persistent vegetative state, for no other obvious reason than that someone wanted to punish Walker Railey for preaching love, tolerance, and truth.

Was this Dallas? I asked myself. Dallas is profoundly racist, but it is also subtle and complex. The open savagery of the Railey tragedy seemed oddly wrong in a city that cares little about justice but is deeply preoccupied with appearances. From the very beginning of the Railey story there was this vague but haunting discordance.

And yet I was willing to believe that perhaps Dallas had returned to the racial violence of the fifties. Apparently Dallas worried about that too, and for the next week the city was on its knees in prayer services and editorial self-reproach. It was a moment when people of various faiths and races stopped to pray for Walker and Peggy Railey and their two young children, Ryan and Megan. “Fight on, Railey family,” cried the Reverend Daryll Coleman of the Kirkwood CME Temple Church in a rare gathering of the races at Thanks-Giving Square. “Fight on, soldiers of righteousness and truth. Thank God for today.” The Baptists issued a statement that “the fact that a minister’s clear stand against racial injustice and bigotry would jeopardize his life is an indicting commentary on our society.” Rabbi Sheldon Zimmerman of Temple Emanu-El concluded that the Railey family had been “singled out because of his almost prophetic stance in regard to injustice in any form.”

As Peggy lay in intensive care, hundreds of visitors came day after day to Presbyterian Hospital to pay homage to a woman few people knew well. The traffic was so great that volunteers from the church came to assist. Peggy’s condition, at first critical, settled into an awful stasis. She was neither dead nor alive—it was as if she were waiting for some momentous resolution before she could either die or be released back into life. And as for her husband, his tragedy seemed unbearable. He had been “the shining star of Methodism,” as some called him, a comet of belief and commitment in a dark season of spiritual despair. He had awakened the slumbering old church and infused it with his electric vitality. Now he was crushed by some unknown force too vast and heartless to be fended off by faith alone.

On the Sunday after the attack, the congregation of First Church returned to their sanctuary in a state of shock. There was an obvious show of security police, which added to the air of continuing menace. From the pulpit, Dr. Casad read a message from Railey, who remained in the hospital to be near his wife. “I do not know why senseless violence continues to pervade society, nor do I understand why the events of this past week took place,” Railey’s message said. “You have proven to me and all of Dallas that our church is a family.… I have been reminded once again that the breath of life is fragile but the fabric of life is eternal.”

As gruesome as this episode was, I felt hope and pride in a city that was painfully examining itself—even though I had long since fled Dallas in dismay—and in a church that was nobly living its doctrine. It seemed to me that the attack on Peggy Railey might become another critical adjustment in the city’s consciousness, just as the Kennedy assassination had been. Perhaps it was the special destiny of the citizens of Dallas to grow through tragedy and to know, as few others do, their own capacity for evil.

These were my thoughts until nine days after the attack, when Railey locked himself in his hospital suite and ingested three bottles of tranquilizers and antidepressants. He left a lengthy suicide note, explaining that there was a “demon” inside his soul and that he was tired of trying to be good. He called himself “the lowest of the low.” By the time police broke down the door the following morning, Railey, too, had fallen into a coma.
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Although First Church is not even the largest Methodist church in Dallas, it has the reputation of being the mother church of Methodism. Eight men who stood in the pulpit before Railey went on to become bishops; indeed, Railey’s own election to the episcopacy was regarded as a certainty, perhaps as early as 1988, when he would have become one of the youngest bishops in the history of Methodism. Even his appointment as senior pastor of First Church in 1980 at the age of thirty-three was an “astonishment,” according to the eminent Methodist theologian and historian Albert Outler. “He leapfrogged over two dozen of his elders who thought they were his equal.”

For ten years First Church had been losing members, as had many downtown churches all across the country, as had Methodism itself. But from the day of his very first sermon, when Railey stood in the pulpit and dramatically blew into the microphone, he seemed to breathe new life into the moribund church. Membership quickly increased, as did the budget, which more than doubled over the seven years of Railey’s leadership. He was a vigorous, outspoken advocate of certain social issues endorsed by the yuppie element who had begun to make up the new, younger core of the congregation. He opposed capital punishment, supported equal rights for women and minorities, declared his ambivalence on the subject of abortion, and defended the rights of homosexuals. He preached an “open letter to President Reagan” calling for increased efforts at arms control. All of these stands, in the context of Dallas, seemed rather brave, although it is also true that other Methodist ministers in town had preached similar sermons, and Railey’s right-thinking social liberalism was pretty much what Methodism had come to. As for the antiracism that was the supposed motive for the attack on his family, that reputation was based almost entirely on a single innocuous sermon Railey delivered on Martin Luther King’s birthday, in which he made the statement that “there is more racial tension and polarization in Dallas, Texas, than many fine, upstanding citizens are willing to admit.” One could scarcely call him a crusader.

Personal behavior—that is to say, morality and ethics—seldom rated a mention in Railey’s church. He often inveighed against the disparity of great wealth and great deprivation that characterized the city, but he himself had grown comfortable with his $100,000 annual salary, his luxurious Lake Highlands home, and the many perks, favors, loans, and subsidies that come from being a high-steeple preacher in a wealthy Protestant congregation. For a young man who had grown up in the little western Kentucky farming community of Owensboro, the son of a sheet-metal worker, it had been quite a climb. “To a certain extent, he was an existential man,” observed Dallas city councilman Craig Holcomb, who was one of those drawn to Railey’s ministry. “He worked very hard and created who Walker Railey was going to be.”

Because of the importance of First Church within the denomination, many of the congregation were ordained ministers who were either retired or working in other areas of the ministry. Among this group Railey was a highly divisive figure. Indeed, they were still wrangling over the Railey legacy when I returned to First Church to survey the chaos. “I’ve heard Harry Emerson Fosdick, Ralph Sockman, Ernest Fremont Tittle, and Norman Vincent Peale,” a Railey confidant and former pastor told me, “and I still feel that Walker Railey was the greatest pulpiteer I ever heard.” The Reverend Howard Grimes, who taught Christian education at Southern Methodist University’s Perkins Theological Seminary for thirty-three years, claimed that Railey was “one of the greatest, if not the greatest, Protestant preachers in the latter half of the twentieth century. He had become God for a lot of people, and maybe me.” The younger preachers in the congregation—Railey’s contemporaries—tended to look at him with less awe and more than a little resentment. “His popularity at First Church was such for many people that they lost all sense that he had any imperfection,” the Reverend Spurgeon Dunnam III told me bitterly. He and Railey had jostled for power in the corporation that is buried inside the denomination. Dunnam, the editor of the United Methodist Reporter, was himself sometimes mentioned as a potential bishop, and he recognized in Railey a tireless competitor: “The politics of the church are so subtle that only the most astute and discerning could understand what was going on. Walker was very analytical and perceptive; he took to that process very early. It became clear to me his primary agenda was to be elected to the episcopacy as soon as possible. He campaigned for it by accepting speaking engagements here, there, and everywhere. He seemed incapable of saying no to serving additional outside responsibilities. His ambition was so completely unchecked.”

For four decades the most prominent churchman in town was the white-haired, white-suited eminence W. A. Criswell. His church, First Baptist, is a kind of Vatican inside downtown Dallas, occupying block after block of precious real estate. The pews of First Baptist are filled with the city’s power brokers and by the conservative Southern Baptist hierarchy. Evangelist Billy Graham has been a longtime member of this congregation. When presidents came to town, they would call on Criswell. And of course, whenever there was news that required a comment from a religious authority, the press turned to the elder statesman at First Baptist.

Within a few years after Railey came to town, however, he began to rival even Criswell’s great eminence. Railey became president of the Dallas Council of Churches. He served on the national board of United Methodist Global Ministries. In the press, Railey became a liberal counterweight to Criswell’s fundamentalist, socially conservative views. Railey’s greatest honor was being selected to preach the “Protestant Hour” sermons on a nationwide Christian radio network. Already his name was widely mentioned among Methodists who marked this gracious young pastor not just for the bishop’s chair but for something more—for greatness, in whatever form that might assume.

Railey’s professional model was that titan of the Protestant pulpit Harry Emerson Fosdick, the first of the “modernist” preachers, who railed against fundamentalism and pioneered the practice of pastoral counseling. John D. Rockefeller, Jr., built the magnificent Riverside Church in New York near Columbia University so that Fosdick could have a national forum for his progressive views. With a Bible in one hand and a newspaper in the other, Fosdick brought the weight of the church to bear upon the affairs of the world. For twenty years his voice was a familiar sound to Americans everywhere through his popular radio program, “National Vespers.” Fosdick’s gospel was broad and urbane and forgiving. Even a little backwoods community such as Owensboro, Kentucky, locked as it was in spiritual isolation, could hear a different message than the hard-shell fundamentalism of the country church. For countless Americans, Fosdick was a liberating force who bridged the secular world and the divine with his intelligence, wit, and moral passion.

For the past seven years, Railey had been working on a comprehensive Fosdick biography. Each summer First Church paid for his research trips to New York and Scotland. Naturally, many of Fosdick’s preaching tricks showed up in Railey’s own sermons—such as his habit of saying “Someone out there needs to hear this” or “I know there’s someone here today whose life is hanging by a thread.” His staff called them “Walkerisms” because they added to the impression people often had that he was speaking directly to them. In fact these locutions were straight out of Fosdick. Later, some of the more knowing preachers in the congregation would wonder if Railey’s real ambition was to succeed William Sloane Coffin, who was about to step down from the Riverside pulpit. That seemed too great a step for any Dallas preacher, however talented; but then no one had ever taken a full measure of Railey’s ambition.

The extraordinary pressures of his job already were evident in Railey’s personality. Several times he told Gordon Casad that the congregation at First Church could never forgive even a single bad sermon, so he slaved over his lessons, polished his delivery, choreographed his gestures, until each one was a characteristic Railey gem. Once, in the receiving line after the eleven o’clock service, an admiring seminary student asked what it took to preach a sermon like the one he had just heard, and Railey answered candidly, “About thirty-five hours.”

In a church with a congregation of nearly six thousand members and a $2 million budget, a pastor spends a considerable amount of time visiting hospitals, preaching at funerals, counseling troubled youngsters, running administrative meetings, setting budget goals—it’s a demanding occupation. Railey had a staff of sixty-five people to assist him, but just keeping them appeased was a full-time job. He insisted on knowing the name of every member of his congregation, even the tots in the nursery. He made a specific point of sending handwritten birthday greetings, and more than once he appeared at a high school play just to see a young member perform.

He had, it seemed, adopted the entire congregation as his family. The church came to represent the idealized loving family Railey had never known as the child of alcoholic and often neglectful parents. The soft-eyed choir director, John Yarrington, became “the older brother I never had.” Howard Grimes was “a real father to me.” It was typical of Railey to seek out “family” members, even at the expense of his real family, his wife and two children, who seldom saw him except on Mondays, his single day off. He wanted to be loved and esteemed; he also wanted to return to his congregation the steady, attentive care he had craved but not received as a young boy. Perhaps by pouring that kind of love on the thousands before him, he was ministering to the angry, untended child inside himself. He would not let them down, as he had been let down. When, in times of grief or trouble, a parishioner would stumble or his faith would fail, Railey was there to pick him up—strong, certain, unwavering. His faith was a compass point by which others in the church could steer their own fragile beliefs. In these ways Walker Railey became something larger than himself and, subtly, something other than himself.

For behind the public face of this caring, highly blessed young man, with his beautiful wife, his charming children, his prestigious job, his important future, there was another Walker Railey. This was a man so besieged by the doubts and worries he held aside during the day that he seldom enjoyed an untroubled night’s sleep. This was a person seen only occasionally by people close to him—his staff, for instance, who idolized him and were sometimes crushed by a volcanic temper that slept and slept then suddenly savagely erupted, usually over some small point such as the lighting in the sanctuary or the presentation of the budget. Nor were these eruptions followed by periods of remorse, which would have made them easy to forgive; instead, a certain cold satisfaction took hold. He would not call back the rain of shattering insults that led to tears or angry resignations. In the recent past, when this uncaring, self-centered Walker Railey had gained ascendancy, friends had talked him into seeing a psychiatrist to help him cope with the stress of his position. Lately, however, when many of those closest to him advised him to slow down, take a sabbatical, and above all seek psychiatric help, he had coolly cut them off.

When word of another Railey outburst reached the congregation, it was usually seen as more evidence of his temperamental genius. How insidious that must have seemed to him! Whatever fault he confessed to, whatever awful behavior he committed, only brought him new credit. Or perhaps—and this must be the worst thing that can happen to a preacher; it is where he crosses the line between serving the forces of good and those of evil—perhaps he had begun to believe in his own perfection. Some of the other ministers in the congregation suspected that Railey had become one of those preachers who see themselves as God’s special messengers, one of those who “become so convinced that they are so holy that they are above the standards that they have to preach,” as Spurgeon Dunnam, observed. “The sin is to become as God, as one who would take God’s place. Any time a human being reaches that level, he sets himself up for a fall.”
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On Easter Sunday, three days before the attack on Peggy, Walker Railey preached what would be his last sermon in First Church. In the days to come, it would be reinterpreted in ways that no one in the congregation that morning could have imagined. On this holy day, which is set aside for hope, love, and rejoicing, the cast of characters who would figure in the tragedy was already in place in the sanctuary, about to begin a weird and—one could believe—demonic journey into a world of passion, violence, and madness.

Just before the eleven o’clock service someone slipped a note under Gordon Casad’s door. It was the seventh in a series of threatening letters addressed to Walker Railey. “EASTER IS WHEN CHRIST AROSE, BUT YOU ARE GOING DOWN,” the message said. There was already a police guard in the church, but the possibility that the author of those threats had walked unnoticed into the church offices left: the staff and the police unnerved. They were even more surprised when an associate pastor, acting on a hunch, ran upstairs and typed out the same message on an IBM Selectric on the third floor. The typeface matched. Whoever was sending the notes was probably a member of the congregation—perhaps even a member of the staff.

Railey, a medium-size, balding man with intense blue eyes, was pale and thin-lipped but apparently determined to preach. He borrowed an ill-fitting bulletproof vest from a woman police officer, which he strapped on like a corset beneath his Easter vestments.

Few people in the congregation knew about the threats, but most sensed that something was wrong as soon as they entered the sanctuary. Councilman Holcomb observed that Railey did not join the procession behind the choir as he usually did. The pastoral staff entered through a side door—without Railey—and sat stony-faced behind the Easter lilies. Holcomb kept noticing two men standing beside the doors; he had seen them somewhere before, but not in the church—they were out of place here. Finally he realized that they were the same plainclothes officers who guard the city council. The congregation rose to sing the doxology, and when they sat down Railey abruptly appeared in the pulpit.

Looking out on his flock that Sunday morning, Railey saw three thousand parishioners in their Easter finery, filling the sanctuary and spilling out into the hallway, where uniformed policemen had just arrived to guard the exits. It was no longer the predominantly elderly congregation that had greeted him on his first sermon in this pulpit eight years before. Who could deny that Walker Railey had put his stamp on this church and invigorated it with the force of his personality? And yet, hovering over the sanctuary was a ghost that haunted Railey and would never let him feel entirely at home here. It was the spirit of Dr. Robert E. Goodrich, Jr., who had been minister of First Church when I was a child and whose legend overshadowed his successors. All the things Railey wanted, Goodrich had achieved. Goodrich had been elected bishop in 1972. He was followed at First Church by Ben Oliphint, who eight years later also became bishop. It was Goodrich with whom Railey was usually compared, however, and not always favorably. “In many ways I’ll always consider that piece of wood in front of the sanctuary as Bob Goodrich’s pulpit,” Railey would later admit. Perhaps it was an act of charity or perhaps it was cleverness on Railey’s part that he brought Bishop Goodrich back to Dallas in his final years when he was ill and doddering and placed him once again on the staff of his old church, where everyone could compare the frail old legend with his lively young successor.

In the congregation this morning was Goodrich’s elegant widow, Thelma. (I should note that she continues to be a close friend of my parents.) Thelma was sitting with Lucy, the second of her four children, who was wearing a huge, floppy straw hat and a flower-print dress. Despite the mascara and frosted hair, one look at Lucy and you could see that she was Bob Goodrich’s daughter. She had that knotted Goodrich chin, his thin, drawn smile, and the dark eyes that were his most distinctive feature—eyes that appeared removed but also searching and intelligent. It was a strong face, like her father’s; and if in some lights it appeared hard, in others you could detect a vulnerable and even wounded soul who had lived past the point where life surprised her. When she was younger, Lucy played the piano in the Sunday school class that my father taught. Now Lucy was forty-five, with two teenaged children, but she was still slim and youthful, with the athletic carriage that was also a Goodrich legacy. She had been through two marriages before going off to California and becoming a clinical psychologist. Now she had come home to Dallas to set up a practice specializing in eating disorders. Along the way she acquired a new last name, one of her own invention: Papillon. The name, which means “butterfly” in French, suggested that she had spent her life in a cocoon, but now she had emerged and was ready to try her wings.

Mrs. Walker Railey sat in a pew halfway back, next to a woman police officer who happened to be a member of the congregation. It had become unusual to see Peggy in church. Over the last year she had withdrawn from the choir and the children’s Sunday school class that she taught, then from the board suppers and picnics and retreats, and finally from the main Sunday service. Walker explained her absences as illness or as a need to be closer to five-year-old Ryan and two-year-old Megan. Although it was true that Peggy had suffered a bout of walking pneumonia in 1987, she had recovered from that; and as for the children, other mothers wondered why she couldn’t leave them in the nursery, as they did. In any case Peggy always had seemed a fiercely private personality—as introverted as Walker was extroverted—so her retreat from church society was only partly noticed.

Later, while she lay in the hospital fighting for the marginal edge of life that had been left: her, people would describe Peggy as cool and distant; but to those few whom she had allowed to know her well, she was a warm and devoted friend. The pictures that would appear in the newspapers did her no justice, because Peggy Railey was quite a beautiful woman. Where Lucy was strong and stylish and aggressively sexy, Peggy was frail and demure, but with a natural attractiveness, much like a fresh-faced milkmaid of her native Wisconsin. Peggy had a lovely singing voice—she was a second soprano—but her true talents were in her fingers. She had studied organ at SMU, obtaining a master’s degree, and she might have pursued a career as a professional musician if she hadn’t chosen to give herself over to the humbler role of being a minister’s wife. In March, after she had recovered from her illness, she succumbed to friends’ urgings and gave a small lunchtime harpsichord recital at the church, with John Yarrington joining her at the end of the program to sing a Bach cantata. In many respects Peggy had never been lovelier, although she appeared wan, and there was a new hollowness about her cheeks. What was most striking about this performance was Peggy’s trancelike behavior. She played robotically, and when the audience applauded, she gave a sudden startled smile. Where was she? She seemed to be in some faraway, sad place. Later, people would remember that performance and wonder if Peggy had known then about Lucy.

Another of Peggy’s talents was sewing. She had made many of the colorful seasonal stoles that the ministers wore over their robes—Walker was wearing one now, a white stole with the Greek letters alpha and omega appliquéd on either side. Beneath the stole was Walker’s black robe, and under the robe was his suit jacket, and under the jacket was the bulletproof vest, so as Railey stood in the pulpit his first action was to mop his bulbous forehead with a handkerchief.

He began his sermon with a prayer for the memory of Bishop Underwood, who had once served as an associate pastor of First Church. “We’re thankful, O God, for Bishop Underwood—for Walter—for the way he touched our hearts and lived within our lives,” said Railey. Those in the congregation who had seen the flash of Railey’s ambition wondered at the sincerity of prayer, since Walter Underwood’s recent unexpected death had just doubled Railey’s chances of being elected bishop: there were suddenly two vacancies to be filled in 1988.

By now most people had noticed the plainclothes policemen behind the pulpit, scanning the faces of the worshipers, and the irregularities in the service. The tension in the sanctuary was so great that when a child in the balcony dropped his hymnal on the floor a gasp arose from the congregation. It had sounded like a gunshot. Railey started, then cast his eye ironically at the noise and took a deep steadying breath.

“Back in nineteen sixty-five Doctor Hugh J. Schonfield wrote a book entitled The Passover Plot,” Railey said. “Its purpose was to put all the facts surrounding Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection in an understandable and explainable context. After proclaiming that Jesus perceived himself to be the Messiah from the very beginning of his earthly ministry, the book went on to suggest that Jesus actually orchestrated all the events during what we call Holy Week to live up to the Hebrews’ expectation about how and when God’s Anointed One would appear.”

This was a provocative way to begin an Easter sermon—with the heresy that Christ’s death had been faked. “The book speculated that Jesus’ words from the cross, ‘I thirst,’ could have been a prearranged signal to a coconspirator to give the Galilean a drug in a wine-soaked sponge in order to simulate death; that Jesus was only unconscious, not dead, when removed from the cross,” Railey continued. “Finally the book concluded that, because of the intricate plans of Jesus, which were well orchestrated by his followers, the ‘myth’ of the resurrection was established in the minds of the early Christians even though Jesus himself never actually rose from the dead.”

When he said these words, Railey could not have known that he would never again stand in this pulpit, that these were, in effect, among the last words of his ministry at First Church. He went on to dismiss The Passover Plot—“If there’s ever a day you have nothing of substance to do, and you want nothing of substance to read, it would be a fine book to peruse”—but later people would note the macabre irony that the questions Railey was posing about Jesus were the same ones that so soon would be asked of him. Was he truly a martyr, the man now standing in Bob Goodrich’s pulpit in a bulletproof vest, the man whose life for the next two weeks would be a march of catastrophe, beginning with the attack on Peggy, followed by Walker’s evasive testimony to police, and culminating in his attempted suicide? Or was he orchestrating his own martyrdom, creating a myth for himself that would raise him higher and make the drama of his own small life into something grander, something divine? These are questions the members of his congregation, as well as the press and the police, would be asking as Walker Railey rose from his coma in Presbyterian Hospital.
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It was evident that there was something different about this story from others I had covered—at least in its effect on me. Ostensibly it was about a preacher who was suspected of trying to murder his wife in order to further his career. I proceeded to investigate it on that everyday, existential level. And yet it became hauntingly clear to me almost from the beginning that there was another plane of action upon which a larger, more significant story was being played out. This was the symbolic, or spiritual, level. Perhaps every story casts its shadow in another dimension, and I simply had never seen it, never even thought to look. But now I became conscious that while one part of me was doing my duty as a reporter, trying to ask the right questions and to understand the events as they must have unfolded, some rude creature inside me had been awakened. This unwelcome intruder was interested only in the saga that this isolated tragedy had opened in the spiritual realm—and in my own soul, if I could bring myself to use such a term.

Returning to that familiar sanctuary at a moment of such spiritual upheaval caused me to come face to face with old questions about faith that I thought I had long since left behind. I am distrustful of religious language, but during the months I spent investigating the events at First Church, I was also enduring a spiritual crisis, a dark night of the soul. I believed I was truly in the presence of evil, and evil was something I was unequipped to explain or even understand. I was thrown off balance and fell unexpectedly into despair. Nothing like this had ever happened to me; I was in a rage; my behavior was out of control. You can imagine how queer this seemed to the people I met; after all, I was a journalist, I was supposed to be neutral, and yet I was furious and on the edge of tears much of the time. I bullied my way into an interview with Railey’s bishop, who said I was “beneath contempt.” I told preachers who refused to speak to me about the case that they were sanctimonious hypocrites. I excoriated the staff of First Church for not confronting the evil that had taken place in their own sanctuary. My behavior was hard to excuse and hard to explain. What was going on? This was not my tragedy. Why couldn’t I detach myself and become the sympathetic but uninvolved observer I was supposed to be?

Until now I had always enjoyed a comfortable relationship with the persona of the disinterested reporter, the friendly outsider who just wants to know. But the deeper I wandered into this story, the more frustrated and furious I became. I couldn’t stop reacting personally to the events that had happened here—it was my old church, after all; I still knew many people in the congregation—but suddenly I seemed to be inside someone else’s mentality. I wasn’t thinking, I was merely reacting. I felt like I was playing out some ancient vendetta. Usually I am careful to make a good impression, but sharp words and judgments sprang out of my mouth without my seeming to have any control over them. It was as if they had been waiting to spit themselves out for years, and when the opportunity arrived, I—or the polite, inquisitive person I think of as “I”—was simply shoved aside and some angry, vengeful, emotionally volatile personality seized control.

Railey had spoken in his suicide note of there being a demon inside him: “My demon tries to lead me down paths I do not want to follow. At times that demon has lured me into doing things I did not want to do.” I knew something about demons, although I did not call them that. Certainly I understood what it was like to feel as if some other force had taken control of my life; indeed, that’s what I was experiencing right now. Only, this new force did not feel demonic. Whatever it was, however, it was scaring me to death.

Where was all this anger coming from? In some part, I suppose, it was anger at Dallas, a city where pious public faces often hid secret dirty appetites. It is worth pausing to wonder at a city where a crime such as the assault on Peggy Railey can assume such metaphorical power. When I was a child in First Church, Dr. Goodrich used to speak about the “climate” of the city. It was one of his favorite sermons, one he turned to on that Sunday after John Kennedy came to town and became the 111th homicide of 1963. “Think back to September the first, nineteen sixty-two, the first day of fall football training in the Southwest Conference,” Dr. Goodrich said in his consoling but high-pitched and occasionally pleading voice. He was referring to one of the most mysterious epidemics our state had ever experienced, one apparently caused by a freakish weather pattern. “It was a mild day—broken clouds, temperature in the high seventies or the low eighties—and before the day was over the SMU captain, an honor student, was dead. Several from the University of Texas were hospitalized at Austin, one of whom died within ten days. Seven were hospitalized at Texas A&M. Some were hospitalized in Fort Worth. Others were hospitalized at Rice University in Houston.” What accounted for this fatal phenomenon? Dr. Goodrich said it was a “strange climate condition, never explained,” which he believed had to do with a low barometric pressure combined with high humidity. “There’s no question about a relationship between physical climate and life. How about the spiritual and cultural climate of a neighborhood, a city, a home?” In this allusive fashion Goodrich would imply that Dallas was not innocent of Kennedy’s murder. Despite the city’s air of progress and optimism, there was nonetheless something about the climate of Dallas that generated tragedy, that caused lightning to strike. Delicately expressed, that sermon nonetheless engendered a lot of resentment among members of the congregation—including my father, who counted Goodrich as his dear friend.

After the Railey tragedy, I wondered what Goodrich would say about the climate of the city today. It is a pious town, with more churches per capita than any other city and the highest-paid preachers in America. Many of the largest Protestant congregations in the world are in the Dallas—Fort Worth area, including seven of the top twenty churches in United Methodism. Even the passing motorist would have to notice the exotic temples of fundamentalism along the interstate highways, the billboards hawking pompadoured evangelists, and the abundance of religious stations on the radio dial. But all this piety and bustle hide another Dallas. It is number one among large cities in the rate of overall crime: not Miami, with its mobster kingpins; not Detroit, where teenage gangs rule the streets with submachine guns; not Atlanta; not New York; but Dallas. And yet this is a city where the laws are sternly, frequently lethally, enforced. For many years Dallas prided itself on its relatively harmonious race relations, which depended largely on the high degree of demoralization among the minority populations. By 1988, however, the truce between the races had long since broken down; indeed, Dallas was getting a reputation as being one of the most racially divided cities in America. It also has the highest rate of divorce of any American city. “Dear Abby” surveyed her readers the previous summer and concluded that Dallas-Fort Worth had more unfaithful spouses than any other region. (“The wives say their husbands are too busy or indifferent. The husbands say their wives are cold and not exciting enough.”) The rate of suicide in Dallas is 30 percent above the national norm. One out of every six murders in Texas occurs in Dallas County. These figures describe the climate of the city, and it is oddly true that in the attack on Peggy Railey all of these statistics—plus the small detail that Dallas leads the nation in the sale of cellular phones—have more than passing relevance.

But Dallas was an old war of mine, one that I had grown tired of fighting. The truth was that like any old contestant, I had begun to sentimentalize the battles of my youth and had become grateful to Dallas for helping me learn who I am. Beyond Dallas, in my angry mind, there was Methodism. I could not fairly hold my former religion responsible for the values of the city, because despite the fact that Dallas is a stronghold of United Methodism, only 7 percent of the population belongs to the denomination, a figure that represents less than half the number of Southern Baptists and is even behind the Catholics. This fact doesn’t alter my opinion that Methodism is the state religion of corporate America, of which Dallas is the purest and most fervent example.

At that moment, the denomination was publicly exposing itself. The bishop of Houston, a secret homosexual, had just died of AIDS. Southern Methodist University, the Dallas rich kids’ finishing school which is the centerpiece of the church’s educational empire, had been cast out of the college football program because of institutional corruption and widespread payoffs to players. The governor of Texas, an SMU alumnus, admitted to being involved in the under-the-table payoffs, after lying about it previously. A 1986 survey of Methodist clergy found that the divorce rate among ministers was twice as high as the rate for lay people. In this polluted spiritual atmosphere, the Railey story seemed to be just another piece of evidence that Methodism had gone rotten.

And why should I be surprised? I have seen friends struggle to throw off the narrow-minded strictures of Southern Baptism or the ritualistic magic of Catholicism or the tribal creeds of Judaism. I have encountered religion in extreme forms, from Hare Krishnas and Amish farmers to snake-handling charismatics. And yet, with all my ambivalence about religion, what I feel about people who believe or disbelieve such stringent doctrines is a low-grade envy. At least a hard-shell Baptist has the literalism of the Bible to react against, a Catholic has the pomp and mystery of the liturgy, and so on; but a Methodist struggles in a fog, not really knowing what is to be believed or disbelieved but learning in a subliminal way what is to be avoided.

Methodism was born in the prisons and coal fields of Britain, where John Wesley began his ministry to the underclass. He preached more sermons against surplus capital than any other person in England and was rightly considered as radical a figure in his day as Karl Marx would be a century later. Wesley himself brought Methodism to America, on his ill-fated trip to the Georgia colony. He fled back to England under indictment for defaming a young woman he had foolishly pursued. But Methodism remained, and it advanced with the American frontier in the person of the lonely, tireless circuit rider. Thus it took root in an ambitious, immigrant, desperately poor but newly enfranchised pioneer people, and it grew with them, as their communities grew; as their generations prospered and changed, so too did their denomination, becoming essentially the very institution against which its founder had rebelled.

Now Methodism had turned away from Wesley’s social activism and looked to the world of business for its model. Some people, even in First Church, were surprised to learn that Walker Railey was being paid a million dollars per decade for his services, but the church would defend its salary structure because Railey was making no more than a CEO of a major corporation. Methodist clergy instinctively compare themselves with IBM executives, not schoolteachers or parish priests. Never mind that the average salary of a Methodist minister in the Rio Grande Conference along the Mexican border was only $8,000 a year; the church could sanction such disparities because, like any vertically integrated corporation, it was competing for talent. It would tell you that it was in the business of saving souls, but a truer way of saying it was that it was in the business of selling salvation. Hot young salesmen like Walker Railey inevitably would be promoted out of the backwater churches of Kentucky and Oklahoma, where he had honestly labored as a pastor or assistant pastor since he was eighteen years old. He would be rewarded. He would be made a wealthy man, paid not only to endorse but also to represent the values of his congregation. He would speak to thousands. His voice would expand from the sanctuary and spread across airwaves. He would become a public figure, a man of stature in the community. Very quickly he would become a man with too much to lose.

Yes, I was angry at Methodism because I thought it had turned into Nothingism, and was only in business to stay in business. It was not surprising to me that the denomination was boarding up four churches every week. My particular quarrel with Methodism, however, began here in First Church, where for so much of my adolescence I had felt confused, overlooked, and more inclined toward depravity than anyone else in the sanctuary. It had seemed to me then that the special quality of my church was to float above the real world of lust, violence, cruelty, and greed, in a higher atmosphere of untroubled Christian behavior. Human failings were seldom addressed. I recall when our youth pastor left his family and ran off with a ski instructor. His name was never mentioned again. All that remained of him was some intoxicating vapor of sin and forbidden desire—an intimation of another world I was not supposed to know about. The church was like a timid old woman hiding behind shutters, shielding herself from confusion.

When the preacher came to call, we were always on eggshells. Now that I look back on Dr. Goodrich, I wonder if he was such a prude as my sisters and I made him out to be. He was one of those shy and introspective characters who is strangely more at home in front of an audience than with a single other person. He loved music, and while he was studying theology at SMU he started the renowned Mustang Band; he might have had a career as a bandleader if he hadn’t been called to the ministry. He had played football during his undergraduate days at Centenary College in Louisiana, and he still had that big lineman’s frame. Once Goodrich performed a skit during our summer Chautauqua services wearing a caveman outfit with a skimpy tiger skin draped across his shoulder. There was a gasp of astonishment. It was almost unbearably risqué—and therefore hilarious—because we had grown accustomed to seeing Dr. Goodrich as a bespectacled head floating above his robes, a sort of angelic intellect, and now we were shockingly reminded that he was also a big, physical man, with a man’s body and presumably a man’s needs.

When he came to our house for dinner, he wouldn’t drink but he was a hungry smoker. This dependence surprised me, and perhaps him as well. He used to joke about a friend who told him that if he quit smoking they’d make him bishop—to which Goodrich had responded, “What if I quit and they don’t?” That was his humor: gentle and self-deprecating. He was a likable, admirable man, although prim and too distant to be lovable. He seemed be partly transposed into heaven already. Of course, they were always going to make him bishop, although he stayed at First Church for twenty-seven years.

We sat at the dining table with our good manners on display. My parents adored Bob and Thelma; they had even thought of buying a vacation condo together. They seemed to be completely relaxed in their company. So why was I squirming? Was it my guilty conscience that made me so discomfited? There was something about Dr. Goodrich that made me feel less evolved. I was a teenager, roiling in a stew of emotions and hormones and desires. One might call them human desires, but in the preacher’s presence they felt less than that, base and animalistic, not to be mentioned or noticed. I recall with horror the moment when our boxer dog came into the dining room triumphantly holding a used sanitary napkin in his mouth. No one said a word. We just continued eating while Beau nuzzled the Kotex on the carpet.

Perhaps Dr. Goodrich would have been grateful if I had laughed. In some respects it might have set him free. I think now that his spirit was larger than what we, his parishioners, allowed him to display. What a relief it might have been for him to be able to climb down from the pedestal—or, rather, the pulpit—that we kept him on and to laugh like an ordinary man!

My father had picked out First Church after leaving a hellfire-and-brimstone congregation in our neighborhood. That previous church had been damnation week after week. By contrast, Dr. Goodrich’s sermons were optimistic and uplifting; I doubt he really believed in hell—the loss of the overpowering sense of God’s love was enough of a hell for him. In our previous church, sin was always being thrown in our faces; but in Goodrich’s church we were already redeemed by grace. And if it seemed sanctimonious at times, at least in First Church there was a worshipful sense of the glory of God’s love and mercy and the miracle of redemption. I think that was what made Goodrich seem such a holy presence: he had come close enough to the miraculous to be radiated by it. He was still stunned, still in a state of shock somehow, so that when he delivered his sermons, one had the sense of a survivor groping to report the extraordinary news.

This high level of spiritual refinement left me behind. I didn’t feel worthy of it—it was out of my grasp. Gradually I felt myself drifting farther away, like a child on an ice floe. I was beyond rescuing, because no one knew of my predicament and I was far too embarrassed to call attention to the fact that I was Not Saved. Instead, I hid behind a show of piety. I got involved with a Christian youth group in school. I attended Methodist Youth Fellowship and evening sermons; I even set pins in the afternoon at the church’s two-lane bowling alley. Again and again I asked the Lord Jesus to come into my heart and begged for forgiveness; but the assurance I had once enjoyed of a benevolent, caring Father in Heaven began to lose authority, even while everyone around me seemed to be cloaked in holy bliss. I was reading my Bible and the Christian literature I had been assigned, but they were making less and less sense to me. I was slipping away, going backward. Instead of learning, I seemed to be unlearning. Where everything once had fit together, now it was all coming apart. The language itself was losing its attachment to meaning. It was all just sounds, just words, just marks on a page.

After Dr. Goodrich’s daughter Lucy was revealed to be Walker Railey’s mistress, I wondered whether it was even possible that Goodrich himself, saintly man though he was, had left a legacy that would somehow contribute to the disaster. Indeed, if there was a moral to be found in this wretched parable, it seemed to be that the pursuit of goodness is a treacherous path, and that what one may discover at the end of the journey is not enlightenment but the dark side of one’s self.
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I saw Walker Railey preach on Christmas Eve, 1984, when I was back in Dallas to see my parents. It was a difficult time in my marriage, and I was in a raw state of mind. At eleven o’clock at night, the church was more crowded than I had ever seen it. We squeezed into the balcony, where my wife had to sit on my lap. That evening I experienced what so many would later speak of, the sensation that Railey was preaching to me, that those large and expressive blue eyes that swept across the sanctuary were searching for me. “We are parents and children who live in the same house but who sometimes cannot stand to be in the same room,” Railey had said. “We are husbands and wives whose marriage hangs by a single thread, about the strength of the tinsel on the tree.… We are Christians in the church who sometimes, in our fervor to make Christmas happen, trample all over other disciples of Jesus who are seeking to do the same—like me two weeks ago this morning, when needlessly I blew my top toward a particular staff person about an issue that was important to me, but over against the ultimate redemption of the human family, was hardly worth mentioning at all.

“That is why this night is so holy. There is something about that infant, something about that child which disarms our aggressiveness and resentment and which saturates us with love. There is something about that Baby of Bethlehem that draws our attention to Him while at the same time pushing us back into each other’s arms, as if to suggest that we cannot love Him without also embracing one another. There is something about that son of Mary and Joseph that destroys the barriers that separate us and which brings us together in love.”

I was surprised by these words, and they registered deep inside me. They were comforting but also personal—and different in that respect from the sermons of Dr. Goodrich, who seldom revealed himself. It was odd, in this very sanctuary of First Church, where I had felt so unseen as a child, to feel so powerfully affirmed and forgiven. We were all struggling with our inner demons—even the pastor—and the fact that he was not elevating his own behavior made him seem all that more charming and authentic. His words awakened that old yearning inside me to surrender, to believe again in the healing power of the love of Jesus. My wife and I walked out of the church into Christmas morning, holding hands; the bells were pealing; we had both been touched, the love between us had been refreshed.

Now, nearly three years later, I was back inside the sanctuary of First Church once again, listening to another sermon that refused to acknowledge what had happened within the church’s own family. Week after week had passed with only the most oblique reference from the pulpit about what was taking place in the world beyond the stained-glass windows. Nothing was said of Railey’s attempted suicide. Nothing was said of the sensational revelations of Lucy Papillon’s grand jury testimony, in which she talked about their affair, which had gone on for more than a year, their marriage plans, and their assignations “while he was out preaching.” They had even arranged to meet in England when Railey returned from a World Methodist Council meeting in Nairobi. Nothing was said of Railey’s refusal to cooperate with the police or his decision to plead the Fifth Amendment before the grand jury. The church was in a state of delirium. (“We’re fine, the church is fine, everything’s going to be fine,” a board member assured me.) I fought an impulse to stand up and shout Walker Railey’s name out loud.

I learned that Railey had become a sort of divinity in his church. People thought he was all good, that he was incapable of doing wrong. And yet he was a man, with a man’s needs and flaws and appetites. I wondered at the effect of this adoration on him. It must be a gilded prison to be so idealized.

My anger at Railey was, I think, specifically Protestant in its origin. I had endured many years of Sunday homilies, those pointed morality tales that seem to mean something within the rarefied context of the sanctuary. Gradually I began to see those sermons for what they were, a sort of community lie. My own experience in the world told me that life rarely offers such clear moral lessons. I had thought that Railey might be one of those few spiritual leaders who could see past the homiletic half-truths to the taunting ambiguity that life really is. But I was wrong. For no matter what Railey’s involvement was in the attack on his wife, in those weeks leading up to the Easter service he was obviously on a journey of the spirit that had taken him into the darker side of his nature. How hungry I was and had always been for news from that quarter! But he never addressed the sexual longing, the rage, the despair, the destructive stirrings of his own soul. Eventually he became, in the pulpit, something less than a complete human—a shell, a sham.

Of course it was all my old angers and prejudices that were rushing in on me—all my anger at Dallas, at Methodism, at First Church, at Railey, but also at God, at the whole tantalizing premise of the Christian faith I had once so fervently sought. If Christianity had the answer, then why couldn’t it fearlessly address the leering tragedy in front of us? On the other hand, what could anyone have said? This was Walker Railey’s church. It was his staff; he had handpicked many of them directly out of seminary; they had been utterly devoted to him. They were still fumbling, attempting to make sense of what had happened. And it was, after all, Railey’s congregation, much of it made up of people like me, who had felt let down by the churches of their youth and who had been drawn back to faith by Railey’s radiant ministry. They shared a common belief in the goodness of Walker Railey. Now they were having to consider whether what they had taken as good was actually evil—or, worse, that they would never really know the truth, and for the rest of their lives they would be bewildered, the truth would never be known, charges would never be filed, Peggy would neither die nor live again, and Walker Railey would never be revealed as either hero or villain but instead would haunt them forever, asking, “Who am I?”
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“I can hardly watch him without weeping,” Howard Grimes said as he set me up in the First Church’s well-equipped video room one autumn morning six months after Peggy’s strangulation. “About the only way I can accept this without feeling bitterly betrayed is thinking he’s a sick, sick man.”

On the video screen, Railey was preaching about evil. He began by wondering how the good people of society relate to the evil ones in their midst. “The Roman Empire didn’t fall because of the barbarians outside the gates,” said Railey. “It fell because it couldn’t deal with the beastly people within them.”

“Gosh, that really is true,” said Howard.

Railey was talking now about the “barbarians” inside the gates of our own society. “No, they don’t look like barbarians. They wear suits, dresses, robes. They look civilized, but when you’re around them, your blood pressure goes up. You end up saying things that surprise you but not them. The beast in you comes out. Something comes over you when they’re with you that just makes you lose control. That’s your barbarian.

“Who’s the barbarian in your life this morning?” Railey asked, as he took a sip of water and scanned the congregation. I noticed the extra-wide wedding band on his finger. “Everyone has at least one. Who could it be? Your husband? Your wife? Your neighbor? Your pastor?”

Railey’s sermons were filled with such suggestive allusions to his own failings. Looking back on them now, Howard Grimes wondered how he could have missed them. Perhaps it was because Railey had meant so much to him—too much. After Howard’s son died, Walker had become a kind of substitute son for him. Railey had often said that Howard was more of a father to him than his own had been. “I would have done anything for him. He had power over me,” Howard admitted as he loaded another videotape. Howard was a retired pastor and professor, thin as a fence post, who was fighting a battle of his own, with cancer. Their friendship had ended after Railey had chewed him out over a minor incident involving the sound system in the sanctuary.

“Barbarian” was an interesting term for Railey to use, neither religious nor psychological in nature. Here was a person who addressed the questions of good and evil every week of his life. If he was the kind of man police suspected him of being, then he must have spent a considerable period of time planning the murder of his wife. In that case, I wondered how he thought of himself, what words he used to describe his motivations. Perhaps, like me, he was frustrated by the inadequacy of language to deal with questions of human evil. The idiom of religion—of demons and possession—satisfies the question of where evil comes from, but at the expense of reason. The idiom of psychology—of psychopaths and childhood trauma—was more reasonable, but finally unsatisfying in terms of understanding the dark side of man’s nature. Certainly violence and the thought of violence are not foreign to me, but it was not easy to imagine the kind of thinking that would have gone on in Railey’s mind if he had decided to murder his wife. Once committed to this action, what would he have said to himself—“I’m insane”? “I’m possessed”?

In any case, the word Railey selected to describe evildoers in the sermon I was watching was “barbarians.” It was a term that offered no explanations and no excuses. I thought it was bold. It was not a word one would expect from a liberal Methodist preacher. I could not help wondering if this was the way he secretly thought of himself, as a savage opponent of civilized behavior.

The next tape was a segment of “Faith Focus,” Railey’s Sunday-morning television interview show, which Howard produced. This particular show was from July 27, 1986. The subject, weirdly enough, was “Addicts of Love.”

“It is possible to love for the wrong motives,” Railey said as he opened the show, “to love simply for filling that sense of emptiness deep inside our souls. You can actually become addicted to love. Sound impossible? There’s one person who believes it’s not.” Railey then presented his guest, Dr. Lucy Papillon.

Lucy was sitting forward in the chair, a bit stiff, with her hands folded demurely in her lap, wearing a stylish blue dress that flattered her figure and set off her frosted blond hair. “If we feel unloved and unlovable, we can’t ever be really filled up,” she said.

“So you become tied to this awful yearning,” Walker replied.

“Yes, and that comes from—let’s say, for example, you were a little girl and you really yearned to have your father’s love and he was never around,” said Bob Goodrich’s daughter.

Railey asked her what causes love addiction.

Lucy began speaking about people who early in their lives “have the sense that they must take care of everyone else in order to get any of their own needs met. Perhaps their father is an alcoholic or dysfunctional in some way and their mother is depressed. These sorts of people give themselves up very early. They become pleasers. They develop a kind of attachment hunger.”

She might well have been describing Railey’s life. He was staring at her intently.

Walker and Lucy had met briefly several years before, when Lucy came to the church to see her father honored. Howard Grimes had introduced them. Then, in the fall of 1985, when Bishop Goodrich was on his deathbed, Railey spent time with the family at the hospital. Lucy had turned to him then, her father’s successor, and in her grief they became friends. Later they would walk along Turtle Creek and just talk. One day they just kept walking, back to Lucy’s house. “He didn’t have intimate relations with his wife,” Lucy later told police, “and didn’t long for it before he met me—because he did not know what he did not have.”

When they made this television tape, Walker and Lucy had been lovers for about a month. Lucy was speaking now about the pain of getting over an addiction. “I like to use the metaphor of the butterfly. The caterpillar’s crawling around, feels like the world’s okay, but if he wants to really fly he’s got to go through the darkest thing he’s ever seen, which is the cocoon.”
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On the night of April 21, 1987, around six-thirty in the evening, Railey drove into the family garage. He would tell me that he had found his wife that evening working on a garage door latch with a bar of soap. The spring on the latch had been sticking lately, and Peggy was attempting to lubricate it. Because Railey never did anything mechanical, he simply sat on the hood of Peggy’s Chrysler for a few minutes, talking to his wife. She and the children had already eaten dinner, and Walker wasn’t hungry, so the two of them shared a glass of wine. He then left, still in his business suit, ostensibly to spend the evening at the SMU libraries.

At 6:38 Railey called the time from his car phone. Everyone knew that Railey did not wear a watch; he had given it up when he came to First Church, partially because of his habit of wearing French cuffs, which frayed when he kept pushing up his sleeve to check the time. The phone had just been installed that day, at church expense. It was another of the many security measures the church provided him, including a home alarm system and a second, unlisted telephone line. Railey says that he spent the next thirty minutes at Bridwell Library at SMU’s theology school searching for a biography of Anne Sullivan, Helen Keller’s teacher. At 7:26 he was back in his car, calling Janet Marshall, a family friend who was going to baby-sit for the Railey children while Walker and Peggy went to San Antonio for a badly needed weekend off. At 7:32 he called Lucy, then drove to her house, where he stayed for about forty minutes (the police say he was there for more than an hour). Railey would neglect to tell the police about this visit, or the several phone calls he made to Lucy that night. When confronted with these omissions, Railey would claim he went to Lucy’s house to get some relaxation tapes to relieve his stress.

A librarian at Bridwell remembers seeing Railey some time after eight that evening, when the minister asked what time the library closed. At 8:30 the minister called his unlisted home number from a pay phone and Peggy told him she was just putting the children to bed. After that Peggy talked to her parents in Tyler, Texas, until 9:14. Meanwhile, Railey had left the library. He purchased gas at a Texaco station on Greenville Avenue at 8:53 and also bought a wine cooler, which he says accounts for the fact that the police would later report him as intoxicated when they came to his house four hours later. During this critical time, between the stop at the Texaco station and when he was seen again in the library, after eleven, Railey’s whereabouts are unknown.

At 9:30 a jogger saw a man in a business suit running through a yard two streets away from the Raileys’ house. Between 10:15 and 10:30 a neighbor heard rustling noises in the alley.

Railey says that he had gone to the Texaco station because he was thirsty. He contends that he then returned to his research in SMU’s main library. A librarian noticed him there some time between eleven and midnight. Later Railey attempted to give his business card to the Nigerian student working at the checkout desk. On the back of the card was a message to the research librarian asking for help in finding the Sullivan biography. Railey had also written the time, which he noted to be 10:30. According to the Nigerian student, it was already midnight.

After leaving the library Railey phoned home from his car, but this time he called the listed line, which was connected to an answering machine and did not even ring in the house. “I don’t have my watch on,” said the man who never wore one, “but it’s about ten-thirty or ten-forty-five.” There was a clock built into the dashboard of his Honda. Telephone records show that the call actually was made at three minutes after midnight. “If you want to, go ahead and lock the door, and I’ll park out front.” At 12:29 a.m. he called the machine again, this time giving the correct time. “Hi, babe. It’s twelve-twenty-nine and I’m on the way home from SMU,” he said into the machine. “I had to leave my card with the reference librarian because there was one deal that I couldn’t quite work out.”

Eleven minutes later Railey drove into his driveway and found the garage door partly open. The garage was dark; mysteriously, the bulbs had been removed from the overhead light of the automatic garage door opener. Railey said he left his headlights on and got out of the car. He found Peggy lying behind her Chrysler, writhing in convulsions. Her face was hugely swollen and discolored, yet her hair was scarcely mussed and her glasses were in place. One of her shoes lay next to a tipped-over garbage can. At 12:43 a police dispatcher received a call from the Railey residence. “Uh … I just came into the house and my wife is in the k … garage. Somebody has done something to her, and my children are on the floor.” The dispatcher inquired, “Has she been beat up or what?” “I don’t know,” Railey responded. “She’s foaming at the mouth or something.” (Later, detectives who reviewed the tape would conclude that Railey was about to say that Peggy was in the kitchen.)

Railey’s next call was to Diane Yarrington, Peggy’s closest friend and the wife of Railey’s choir director. “Diane, something awful has happened to Peggy. Come quick, come right now.” Diane and John raced over to the Raileys’ house. By the time they got there the ambulance had already arrived. Walker was inside, holding his two-year-old daughter, Megan. His son, Ryan, who was five, was sitting by himself on the couch, looking dazed. Diane sized up the situation and announced that she was taking the children. She asked what they wanted to take with them, and each child grabbed a pillow and a stuffed animal.

“Don’t leave me,” Walker pleaded.

“I’ll be here,” John assured him. “I’m like your second skin.”

The scene at the house was so confusing that John Yarrington was still uncertain what actually had happened to Peggy. When they arrived at the hospital and he had gotten Walker settled, he went to speak to the doctors. At that point the doctors thought that Peggy’s neck might have been broken. “How in the world would that happen?” Yarrington asked, thinking it had been an accident of some sort. “Well, she was strangled,” they told him.

Stunned and disbelieving, Yarrington went into the emergency room where Peggy Railey lay. It was a horrifying sight. Her face was the color of blue denim and was covered with blotchy purple spots. It didn’t seem like a human color at all—but then, everything about this event seemed unnatural. Peggy—of all people for this to happen to! For most of the seven years the Yarringtons had known the Raileys, they had been the closest of friends. Diane and Peggy were like sisters. They spoke several times a day on the phone and sat next to each other in the choir. Peggy accompanied John’s rehearsals every Sunday night. Walker had been John’s boss but also his spiritual guide and soul mate. Walker once said that he felt closer to John than to any other man on earth, and John felt the same about him. Only a few months before, the couples had pledged that if anything were to happen, if one of the couples were to die in a plane wreck or some other tragedy should befall them, then the other couple would take care of their children. John had made the pledge in all sincerity, but who could have believed that so suddenly and so grotesquely it would come due?
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The day after the attack Railey went to the police station with a lawyer friend to talk to investigative officer Rick Silva. It was the only time Railey ever talked to the police about the case. His story then was that he had come home, spoken briefly to Peggy while she was working on the garage door latch, then spent the remainder of the evening in the library. He had no idea who might want to harm his wife, except for the still-unknown author of the threatening anonymous letters. Silva indicated that he would like to set up a polygraph examination, and Railey said he would be happy to oblige.

During the next week the police learned about the phone calls to Lucy, discovered the credit card slip from the Texaco station, and examined the garage door, which seemed to work fine. They found no evidence that the latch had been lubricated; in fact, they learned that the Raileys had complained to the manufacturer and that a new automatic door opener had been installed only a few days earlier.

In the meantime Railey stayed in his hospital suite, meeting friends and going through his voluminous mail. “If this had been some kind of accident, I think I could accept my wife being in coma,” he tearfully told his friends, “but I can’t—I can’t accept the violence of this.” One day he received telegrams from both Jesse Jackson and Billy Graham, and he went in to tell Peggy that she had made “ecclesiastical history.” She looked at him with open, unseeing eyes. What she comprehended, no one could even guess. Friends played videos of her harpsichord concert for her and papered her room with pictures drawn by Ryan and Megan. There was some hope, in those early days, that something in Peggy would stir to life.

“Peggy, it’s Diane.” Peggy’s face was still puffy and discolored the first morning Diane Yarrington got to see her. “The children are with me. It’s just fine. It’s all right.” A tear rolled out of one of Peggy’s eyes. Later others would see her crying—Walker did, even Detective Silva—and they would wonder what she knew or felt. The truth was locked inside her and could not be expressed, but that did not mean that it could not be experienced. What an unendurable tragedy that must be, to be alone with the truth.

One afternoon Lucy came to visit Walker, carrying a single red rose. She later testified that once they were alone, she kissed him, then told him she was going to San Francisco to see another man. Many people suspected that this was the reason that Railey tried to kill himself, not out of guilt but out of jealousy.

Meanwhile, the inconsistencies and omissions in Railey’s story had accumulated to the point that Silva finally telephoned the hospital and told the officers guarding Railey’s room that he wanted to question the minister. When the guards went to the room, they found the door locked, and no one would answer. They broke the door down. Inside they found Railey’s unconscious body and his suicide note.

Once again John Yarrington would find himself standing in the same emergency room, this time over Walker’s body as doctors pumped the drugs out of his stomach. Fortunately, Walker had not taken all the pills that were on his bedside table. Like Peggy, Walker had fallen onto that ledge of deep unconsciousness between life and death. Unlike her, he had not suffered a loss of oxygen and glucose to the brain, which doctors said probably would prevent her from recovering. Peggy was wrapped in a cocoon from which few ever emerge.

For the next five days Walker lay in intensive care in a room opposite Peggy’s. It was a bizarre experience for their friends. On the left was Walker and on the right was Peggy, and they looked much the same, not lifeless but suspended, as if they had been stopped in mid-sentence and placed on pause, and all one had to do was to push a button and motion would return.

On Wednesday after the Friday he had attempted suicide, Walker awakened. The first thing he remembers seeing is John Yarrington standing vigil at his bedside. Railey had absolutely no recall of anything since he swallowed the pills; for him, at least, the coma experience had been utterly blank. It was two more days before he fully surfaced, and when he did there was only one question on his mind. He wanted to know if he could regain the pulpit. Yarrington was startled. “I think it’s very iffy,” he said delicately. Walker seemed surprised and wanted to know why. “Well, number one, you tried to commit suicide,” Yarrington reminded him. “And number two, a lot of people think you strangled Peggy.”
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Most people read the suicide note as a confession, which it seemed to be, although it was too elusive to be used as such in court. “My demon has finally gotten the upper hand,” Railey had written, and then he went on to describe the person Walker Railey really was: “All of my life people have seen me as strong. The truth is just the opposite. I am the weakest of the weak. People have seen me as good. The truth is just the opposite. I am the badest [sic] of the bad. People have seen me as virtuous. The truth is just the opposite. I am the lowest of the low.”

Why couldn’t he have said these words from the pulpit? Why couldn’t he have turned to the three thousand Christians sitting in the sanctuary each Sunday morning and asked for their help or their forgiveness? The intimacy with his congregation that Railey had affected in the past was shown to be a sham, part of his preacherly guile. He would admit to small sins in order to hide his lustful, and perhaps murderous, heart. And yet again and again he had dropped hints in his sermons that he was not the man they idolized, that there was another, darker side to him. Was he teasing—or did he long to expose to the light this dark blossom that was opening inside him? Apparently no one would hear him. He would not be allowed to be an ordinary man. His congregation had turned him into an angel of the Lord.

“I have received more in this world than I have been able to give, but for some reason it just has not been enough to defeat the demon inside my soul,” Railey’s death note stated. “I have not given up on God; I have just given up on me. This is still God’s world and God’s Will still triumphs. It is simply time for me to get out of God’s way.”

I realized that these were the words of a despairing man, possibly of a guilt-ridden criminal who could not face the judgment of his friends or his own better nature. But this note filled me with questions. If Railey was willing to give up his life, why wasn’t he also willing to face the police? What did he have to lose, if his life meant so little to him? Was there still something worth protecting—Lucy, perhaps? And after admitting so much, how could Railey then awaken from his nearly fatal sleep expecting to return to the pulpit?

I was posing these questions as a reporter, but as a former member of this congregation I had my own guilty queries. Preachers often say that after a few years in a church a pastor fashions the congregation into his image, and it was true that First Church had become Walker Railey’s church: dynamic, yuppified, liberal, involved. But was the reverse also true? Perhaps Railey was just another victim in this tragedy—a victim of the expectations people had placed upon him. His congregation had worshiped him; they had exulted in his power and goodness and virtue. Was it possible for a congregation to—in some sense—drive a preacher to the Devil by worshiping him as a saint?

Lucy was still in town, trying to maintain her practice, but staying unavailable. I finally reached her by phone, but as soon as I explained who I was, I found myself listening to a dial tone.

Peggy’s tormented spirit hung over the city, filling everyone with a sense of impatience and helpless frustration. Small details of her anguish kept appearing in the press. On the morning after the attack, police had found her private prayer journals wrapped in a blanket and buried under the linens in her bedroom closet. Presumably she had been hiding them from Walker. They revealed a frightened and bitter woman who was sometimes incoherent with rage. Even her closest friends had not seen this side of her. She wrote about feeling like an “appendage” at First Church: “When Walker not there I don’t belong,” she wrote in a telegraphic spurt. She was furious with her husband and prayed that the Lord would release her from her “emotional knots.” “Be with Walker,” she prayed, then continued in a blithering burst: “I am afraid. Dream: WLR—accusation—Why weren’t you here at 2:00 p.m.!!! I feel guilt but ANGER—have tantrum. I hate him!—sorry revealed such! He: returns to insensitive, accusative, closed. Return: anger, frustration, violence in return. Father, there is great violence in my response, great anger in my being, great fear in my soul.”

Peggy—or the comatose body that Peggy once occupied—was eventually transferred from the hospital to a nursing home in Tyler, where she could be attended all day every day by her elderly parents, who fed her and read to her and massaged her cramped limbs. As the months passed, Peggy would fade from public consciousness, except as a burden. In my conversation with Railey’s bishop, John Russell, I had asked him whether the North Texas Conference of the United Methodist Church would continue to provide for Peggy’s care. He assured me that it would, either through an extended insurance policy or through a private fund. I had been suspicious of what looked like an apparent deal between Bishop Russell and Railey. Various members of the Methodist clergy had been pressing the bishop to initiate a church inquiry into Railey’s relationship with Lucy. Russell had then entered into a prolonged negotiation with Railey, which ended on September 2, 1987, when Railey surrendered his credentials. That action voided the church’s jurisdiction over him and meant that there would be no embarrassing church trial. It also meant that Peggy’s insurance would lapse after twelve months. Despite the bishop’s assurances, the conference eventually dropped Peggy’s premiums. Her friends at First Church held a rummage sale and raised over $100,000 for her care. Since then she has been on Medicaid. Her parents, Bill and Billie Jo Nicolai, brought a civil action against Walker to help provide support. The suit, which Railey did not contest, baldly asserts that Walker attempted to murder his wife. He was ordered to pay $17.9 million, but that is a judgment even the Nicolais never expect to collect.

Walker visited Peggy only three or four times. It was an almost unbearable sight: Peggy gaping at him with her wide-open mouth, phlegm draining from the hole in her trachea that refused to heal long after her feeding tube was removed, her feet clad in huge plastic orthopedic boots to keep her legs from turning in, her hands curled into rigid claws against her chest. Those fingers, which had been so loose and fluid, which had moved with their own separate intelligence on the keyboard, were now gnarled and cramped as if recoiling in fright. It was all her parents could do to keep her body from balling up into a fetus. Whenever Walker visited, he would only stand there and cry. Peggy’s parents would look at him uncomprehendingly. Did he do this to their daughter? If not, why didn’t he ever tell Peggy that he loved her?

If she were dead, one might feel at least that her spirit was at rest, that she was released. Instead she was imprisoned in this institutional limbo, alive, but so grotesquely muzzled. One couldn’t escape the sense that she was waiting.

But that is to animate her with human qualities that she no longer possessed. The term the doctors used, “vegetative,” was a more accurate way of understanding what Peggy was now. Most of her brain cells were dead; it was doubtful that she was thinking or even feeling, and the occasional tear that rolled from her open, incurious eyes was probably an autonomic response to some physical irritation. She had become, at least in my mind, a mockery of the whole notion of the afterlife. Even though her body was alive, the spirit that people had thought of as Peggy was dead; and that was what was so appalling—there was nothing there, nothing.

Where was God in all this? If there was a God such as the one Railey believed in, what kind of deity would play such tricks on its subjects—that, for instance, from the pursuit of goodness, evil would result? And was this God’s will: that of the two comatose people lying in Presbyterian Hospital, the one known to be innocent would continue to suffer and shrivel, while the other would rise up and run off to California with his lover?
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The police had enough evidence to disbelieve Railey’s story but not enough to charge him. Perhaps if he had not been the prestigious pastor of such a powerful congregation, the police might have been more aggressive from the very beginning; but by now the case had settled into a standoff that it would never break free from.

After he got out of the hospital, Railey checked in to Timberlawn Psychiatric Center. His attorney, Doug Mulder, a ferocious former prosecutor in Dallas County, arranged for him to take a privately administered polygraph. The test indicated that Railey did not attack his wife and did not know who did. The next day at the police department Railey took another polygraph, which proved inconclusive, although Railey “showed deception” about the threatening letters. Mulder and Railey arranged for another private polygraph, in Utah, but they never made the results public. Norm Kinne, the frustrated chief criminal prosecutor of the district attorney’s office, convened a grand jury investigation and warned Railey in front of television cameras to either come before the grand jury or leave the country—an odd injunction to be directed at the only suspect in the case. When Railey finally did appear before the grand jury, he employed the Fifth Amendment forty-three times. No indictments came forth, but so much of the testimony spilled into the press that it appeared that the grand jury had been called for no other purpose than a public shaming of Walker Railey.

I expected that I would meet with Railey eventually. Periodically he emerged from seclusion to proclaim his innocence to reporters and to give his own version of the tragic events. These meetings were highly circumscribed, and when Railey finally answered one of my messages, he issued the following ground rules: we would not talk about the case and we would not talk about Lucy. “Are you a coffee drinker?” Railey asked cheerfully on the phone. He said he would have a pot waiting for me the following morning at his Lake Highlands home.

There was no For Sale sign in front of the white brick house on Trail Hill Drive, although the house was on the market for $279,000. The sole business that was keeping Railey in Dallas was the need to dispose of his property. He had already gone through the police, the grand jury, the bishop, and the local reporters, and there remained only me. Then he would be off to California and another life.

Railey opened the door and greeted me. How peculiar it suddenly felt to meet someone I had hunted for months and studied so intently! Railey wore khaki pants and a blue pullover sweater; though he was casually dressed, there still hung around him that heavy ministerial air. But perhaps this was my own projection, for wasn’t he disgraced and fallen, a virtual fugitive—if not exactly from the law, then from the truth? In any case, the moment he opened the door and stared directly into my eyes, I felt reduced to a confused adolescent. I had to struggle to regain my composure.

The house was comfortable and spacious, with the sun glinting off the pool in the backyard and making wrinkled shadows on the living room ceiling. Outside, it was warm, but the house was unaccountably chilly—“like a mausoleum,” Railey observed as we moved into the kitchen for coffee, but to me it felt submerged.

Perhaps it was simply the absence of family detritus, toys and books and newspapers, that made the house seem so impersonal. Of course, it was on the market and had on its best face; also, one supposes that the police had dusted every surface, turned over every cushion, combed through every strand of carpet, and that after such an intensive going-over there was bound to be some loss of personal imprint. My immediate sensation, however, was that no one had ever lived here at all; it was like a model home, a simulacrum of an existence.

As promised, Railey had the coffee ready, and we sat at the kitchen table to talk. In this room, at least, there was still some evidence of Peggy’s life: the duck things she collected, plates and figurines. No doubt Peggy had sat many hours at this same table. I wondered where were the grocery lists or the scribbled phone messages or the bank statements to be balanced. Everything was disturbingly sanitized.

Railey had been monitoring my presence ever since I arrived in Dallas two weeks before. “I know that you have a couple of layers of subjectivity that are influencing your writing of this story, one having to do with me and one having to do with your inner quarrels with the institutional church,” he told me, quite accurately. I realized that we had been stalking each other with a growing sense of recognition and mission. His mission, old and by now habitual, was to get me to believe in the church—and in him. Mine was to tear away the many veils of caution and evasion and get to the truth, whatever that was.

He already knew who I was. But did anyone, even Walker Railey, know who he was? “I get depressed,” he admitted. “I see my psychiatrist twice a week and have been doing that since May, and he helps me look inside myself.” Railey was spending his days now reading the Psalms and playing golf, “trying to let my soul and my body get together.” A few days before, he had enjoyed “kind of a joyous highlight” because he had played golf with former district attorney Henry Wade. “It was a fun time. And I thought he showed personal sensitivity to me.” Railey was obviously worried about the future, about his prospects for a job. “For the first time in my life, at forty, I have no earthly idea what, where, when, how, or anything else. So there’s an element of fear.”

He spoke of his ambition. “Most of the reports have written that I was drooling on my tie waiting to become a bishop, but that’s not entirely true.” Bishops are elected for life, he pointed out, and “you can only bless the opening of Sunday school units so many times until you get tired.” He said his secret ambition was to stay at First Church another decade, then take early retirement and go to law school, so that he could set up practice in South Dallas defending underprivileged minorities. I regarded that statement as gratuitous and unlikely; on the other hand, I never did understand the appeal of being bishop.

“I had three books coming out in ’eighty-eight,” Railey was boasting. “I was speaking all over the nation. I had been the ‘Protestant Hour’ preacher—I’d just finished taping the sermons.” Everything that he was working for had been coming to fruition. “So you know, I was beginning to feel that my future was okay, but I was trying to get out of the future and more into the present, maybe for the first time in my life.”

“And now, all that is lost to you,” I observed. “You’ve resigned from the church, the books have been put on hold, your family has broken apart, and your future is in serious doubt. You’re a man who has suffered tremendous losses. Why do you think this has happened to you?”

This question had been given to me by psychologists I had consulted, on the premise that Railey might be insane. If he was, he had done enough psychological consultation of his own to dodge the paranoic response. “I’ve always tried to avoid asking ‘why’ questions, because I don’t think ‘why’ questions get you anywhere,” he said, giving me his most defiantly honest stare. “If I’m asking myself any question, it’s how can I feel the presence of God’s healing power right now, when, for the first time in my life, I can’t even tell you where I’ll be tomorrow.”

There was something wrong with this conversation, some dissonant note that, even in this weird setting, troubled me and set off some inner siren of alarm. Up to this point I hadn’t thought he was lying; I had expected him to be guarded, but he seemed sincere nonetheless, and actually eager to help me fathom who he was.

He began to recount the events of Tuesday, April 21, leading up to the discovery of his wife’s attack. He had lunch with Rabbi Zimmerman of Temple Emanu-El, then went to the FBI to drop off a couple of the threatening letters he had received before Easter. About five-thirty in the afternoon he picked up his car, with its newly installed cellular phone, from AT&T. First he called Peggy to see if it worked; then he called Lucy. He stopped by his house for about twenty minutes and talked to Peggy about their planned weekend trip to San Antonio. Then he went to SMU to do some checking on footnotes for his book of sermons. “I went to the library and started at Bridwell down on the south part of the campus,” he said. When he finished there, he “walked up to Fondren,” the main library. “On the way to Fondren I stopped by Lucy’s house”—which is directly behind the campus—“for about forty minutes and back to Fondren after getting a Coke at the Texaco station and filling up the car. Worked at Fondren until a little after midnight—about twelve-fifteen or so. I had called Peggy to let her know that I was on the way. And I got home about twelve-thirty. I came into the garage and found her.”

He had been telling the story in a rapid, shorthand manner, so fast that I completely missed the contradiction between his “walking” to Fondren and filling up his car with gas. He had said that he would not talk about the case, and obviously he wanted to skate past this portion.

“The police said you had been drinking that night,” I said.

“Peggy and I had a glass of wine,” he said.

“At what time?”

“Quarter of seven. And I had a wine cooler when I stopped at the Texaco station.”

“I thought you said you had a Coke at the Texaco station.”

“I said ‘Coke,’ but that was just a Coke break, a coffee break,” he replied. “I went up there to get something. I refer to that as ‘getting a Coke.’ ”

He would not be trapped. He started to talk about finding Peggy. “Come here—I want to show you.” We walked through the den into the garage, which was large and empty of cars. Against the back wall were several storage closets. “I want you to understand that there’s a freezer, there’s a refrigerator, and there are toys that the children use, like the tricycle,” Railey said, pointing to the clutter. “In the evening it was not uncommon—six, seven, or eight times at night—for one of us to come out here.” He showed me the latch that he said Peggy had been working on early in the evening of her attack. “How it got bent I don’t know.” Railey’s voice, even though it was nearly a whisper, reverberated in the vacancy of the garage. “Anyway, when I pulled in, the door was about up to here”—he indicated the height of his knee—“and Peggy was right here.”

She would have been just behind her Chrysler, between the tool closet and the door that led into the house. As Railey explained how Peggy’s body was oriented—“heels here, head here”—I thought what an intimate crime strangulation is, a gruesome and prolonged dance. Peggy had been garroted with a cord, which the police have not been able to find. “I was actually horrified,” Railey was saying. “I have never seen such a thing—let alone my wife. Her face was purple and bloated, and her body was heaving from the waist up. Those were reflex actions, seizures, I later came to realize. I tried to shake her, tried to get some kind of response … and I couldn’t get anything and ran in and checked on the children.”

We walked back into the house. “Megan was lying down in front of the television,” Railey said, pointing to the carpet. The family TV sat beside the picture window that looked out on the pool. “The TV was on and muted and she was on the floor. My first impression was that she was dead. I picked her up and she said, ‘Daddy.’ She had her little fingers in her mouth, and she was okay. She had evidently gotten up, looking for Mommy, and the TV was on and she laid down in front of the television.”

“Had she found her mother?” I asked.

“I don’t think so, but I don’t know.” We went through the house to the children’s rooms. “This is Ryan’s room,” Railey said. It was still filled with Ryan’s dolls and toys. “His bed’s been moved over to the Yarrington’s,” Railey explained, “but his bed was here, and he was three-fourths of the way asleep but kind of in a fog.” (Several months after my conversation with Railey, the police would release information that Ryan had been partially strangled as well. There were bruises on his cheeks and upper neck. Ryan has repeatedly told a story of seeing his mother throwing up while being strangled in the kitchen with a blue cord. Several times he has implicated his father in the attack, although he has also hinted that it was a playmate, the playmate’s father, and a masked robber.)

The attack had happened well after midnight, when the children ordinarily would be sound asleep. Perhaps the assailant thought, as I did, that strangulation is a silent crime, but who knows how Peggy may have fought, what kind of racket she might have made. Did she wake the children? The awfulness of that scene played horribly in my mind, along with the growing suspicion that the person who caused this appalling tragedy was the same polite preacher who was giving me the Cook’s tour of his home.

“So anyway,” Railey continued, “I came in and called the police. I called the Yarringtons and I went across the yard and got my neighbor and he came over. He stayed with Peggy. I brought the children into the den, sat them down on the sofa with me, and just held them. Both were extremely quiet, ’cause they could obviously pick up on my panic. I was hyperventilating and scared to death.”

We were interrupted by the doorbell ringing. Railey was not actually living in the house any longer, and he was taken by surprise. A highly apologetic property appraiser had come to price the house. Obviously, she hadn’t expected Railey to be at home. “I can come back,” she said pleadingly. “No, no,” Railey said. “We’ll just go to my study.”

He and I went up to his special lair on the second floor. As a writer, I have a particular interest in the places people make for themselves to write in. Two walls were covered with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. There was an imposing desk of the sort that would belong to a bank vice-president, and a more modest work area with a computer. One of Railey’s manuscripts sat on the table. Under a dictionary stand was a copy of The Plays of Eugene O’Neill. It was a handsome office, but once again I noted an absence of personal effects. Two items in the room caught my eye. One was an SMU basketball on the ledge behind Railey’s desk. He had bought the house from an SMU coach, it turns out, and had written into the contract that a basketball would come with the house. The other was a doll that resembled Big Bird. Railey said he had bought the doll for Ryan when he was in New York, and he recounted the spectacle of himself walking through the lobby of the Waldorf-Astoria with the doll under his arm. I laughed, but it struck me as curious that Railey, not Ryan, had the doll now. Railey sat in his easy chair, and I sat on a couch beside him.

“Tell me about your relationship with Peggy.”

“Well, we’d been married sixteen years. Peggy was a lot quieter than me. We had respect for one another. We were not the kind of couple that held hands and watched television on the sofa. When we went on vacation and went to the beach, we’d both take a book and read and listen to the sea gulls and watch the waves.

“We were married eleven years before we had children, and once the children came, we became more and more committed to parenting. Peggy had a great love for the church, and the impression that she didn’t enjoy being the pastor’s spouse I think is unfair to her. She was a private person and didn’t talk a lot about the inner parts of herself. I think her best friend on the face of the earth was her mother. I don’t know how else to answer. We didn’t have a lot of arguments.”

“Did she know about your affair?”

“We … That never came up.”

“She didn’t know?”

“I can only say it never emerged.”

“Did she suspect?”

Railey took a steadying breath. “I have no way of knowing, regarding that, that she suspected anything at all, about anything.”

I knew I was crossing the line he had drawn. I started to press further, but he cut me off. “I’ve told you I won’t talk about Lucy,” he said.

“Do you plan to divorce Peggy?”

“That is not a question I will answer.”

I observed that both the church, through the bishop, and the city, through the district attorney, had advised Railey to leave town to avoid being an embarrassment to them. “I guess you could interpret it like that,” he said. “They don’t really have to ask me to leave. I just feel like I got into a situation and it’s time for me to go.”

“Would Lucy join you?”

“I don’t care to answer that.”

“You’re going to California?” Friends of his had said that was his plan.

“No, not necessarily. I’m looking for a place to work, Larry. You know, if somebody asked me to become a journalist, I’d give it a thought.”

More than once, Railey asked me for information about my business, which was unsettling to me, because I already felt a greater sense of identification with him than I cared to feel. Railey must have felt that as well. Several times during the interview he had even urged me to “push harder,” to do a better job, the job he might have done on me if our roles had been reversed. We were the same age. We were both ambitious. I had to admit that there was a moment in my religious youth in which I might have taken the same road Railey had, to the pulpit. I had swerved away from faith, but the longing for revelation was still a part of me. Now I could see that in many ways the difference between writing and preaching was not so great; nor, really, was the difference between belief and disbelief—it was the intensity of the struggle that mattered. The lesson I had drawn from Walker Railey’s life so far was that good and evil are not so far apart either. They were both inside Railey, warring for control—as they were in me as well. Whether or not Railey was guilty, he had caused me to look into myself and see the lurking dangers of my own personality.

“I hope,” he said at one point, “that you won’t let this … ah … affair affect your own relationship with God.”

“I don’t have a relationship with God,” I said.

Railey hesitated, but it was a challenge he chose not to pursue. “I’m surprised you haven’t asked me about my suicide attempt,” he said, once again presuming on my role. He talked about it and started to cry. I found myself oddly removed. I began to tabulate the times he had cried so far. He had cried when he talked about the death of Bishop Goodrich. “What I was aware of”—here is the point where he cried—“was the death of tradition.” He had come close to crying when he spoke about having to leave this office we were in, which was dear to him. He had cried when I asked about his recent return to First Church for a memorial service for his baby-sitter, Janet Marshall, who had died suddenly of lupus. “When I walked back into that sanctuary,” he had said, “the first thing I saw was the pulpit, and at that point I just kinda lost consciousness of what was going on around me.” Later in the day, when we were at lunch, he would cry when he remembered his neglected childhood. I didn’t question the genuineness of these responses. These were real losses: of his tradition, his comfortable home, his profession, his childhood, and nearly his very life. But they seemed—what? Was it fair of me to compare his losses against Peggy’s? Against his children’s? Why didn’t he cry for them?

What interested me about his suicide attempt was the note he left behind, in which he had spoken of a demon. In First Church there had been much speculation about what Railey’s demons might have been: perhaps sex; certainly ambition. This is the usual Methodist metaphorical construction of biblical language. I asked Railey what demons meant to him.

“ ‘Demons,’ ” he said, “that’s just not—that’s not a word I use a lot. I’ve talked to you about depression—that’s a demon. I’ve talked to you about low self-esteem—that’s a demon. I’ve talked to you about a great fear over the uncertainty of the future—that’s a demon. And there may be a lot more demons, but my point is that several things I’ve struggled with would fall under the category of demons.”

“And yet your very first sermon was ‘On Seeing Satan Fall,’ ” I reminded him. “I wonder what your opinion of Satan is. Is he a figurative creature or a real force?”

“Well, first of all, I preached ‘On Seeing Satan Fall’ because that was taken directly out of the text of the Scripture. It was a sermon on the church. I do not see Satan as some incarnated presence in my life, who’s over against God and therefore the two are in a battle and we’re kind of little pawns in the game. That makes me less responsible for my own actions. I think there is evil in the world and I think that both the inclination of good, which would be godliness, and the inclination to evil, which would be satanic, are inside us.”

“But you don’t think that you were controlled by forces you couldn’t—”

“No, no, I don’t,” he said abruptly. “I think that’s a theological and psychological cop-out.”

Railey turned the conversation back to the church, to the moment when he had returned to the sanctuary after his resignation for Janet Marshall’s service. Several years before, when Janet’s illness flared up, she had summoned her pastor to her hospital room and demanded to know what he was going to preach when she died. She had him actually write out his sermon and read it to her. “Her death became the first occasion that I was not able to do something in an ordained way that I would have done,” he remarked. Instead, he had slipped into the church at the last moment, hoping that no one would see him but knowing that everyone expected him to be there. “There were some people who, I think—I can’t be sure of this—but there were some who went out of their way because they didn’t know what to say. But there were a whole lot more people who did. They just squeezed, hugged, kissed, slapped me on the back. They could feel my pain,” he said, crying again. “I wasn’t able to conceal it; I wasn’t trying to. I think everybody knew that I was there under a great price, just emotionally, to walk into that sanctuary. So there was a great combination of pain but also a sense of joy that the community was there, and I felt its love.”

“Did you feel a sense of shame?” I asked.

Railey looked at me sharply. He was, of course, alert to insinuation. “I felt, probably, every emotion you could feel.”

“But did you feel ashamed?”

“I felt a great need to be forgiven, if that’s what you’re talking about.”

When he said this, it seemed to me as great a concession as I was likely to get. We were still talking in generalities and metaphors—Methodistically, as it were—but I had the feeling that we were nearing the truth, as much as I was likely to see of it. On the other hand, perhaps I was merely twisting his words, finding more meaning than was actually there.

“I felt a great need to … to … to be reaccepted,” Railey offered.

“As who you really are?”

“As who I really am,” he agreed. “As someone who never wants to lose being part of the community that the church represents.”

“And having had that experience, do you feel now that if you”—here I searched for another word, but none would come—“I’m going to use the word ‘confess,’ to whatever you are not talking about now, that they would forgive you?”

“That’s a pretty leading question.”

“It’s a hard question to ask.”

“That … that really … you—I wish you would ask it another way,” Railey said, “because I’m not going to answer it like that. It’s too much of a setup.”

I tried to think of another way to ask, but he cut me off. “Let me just make a statement,” he said. “I was aware that night of the love that permeated the sanctuary, God’s love, in their lives. God’s love is both a judging love and a forgiving love; it’s both a healing and a haunting love. And I experienced God’s love in all four ways that night. Okay? And I think that’s about the way I would say it.”

Before I left, Railey wanted to know what I thought of him. “I don’t know what your impression is, and you don’t have to give it to me, but I’ve been real honest with you today.”

“I think you’re guilty,” I said.

There was a pause, and I recounted his misleading testimony to the police, his avoidance of the grand jury, his inexplicable actions on the night of Peggy’s attack, his affair with Lucy, and so on. “I can’t construct an innocent man out of that behavior,” I said.

“I hear what you’re saying,” he responded.

I didn’t know what to think. Here he was, reflecting my feelings, while I was accusing him of trying to murder his wife.

“I appreciate your even responding to that,” Railey continued. “I’m aware that nobody can sit down with all the facts that are supposedly known and make it all fit. That’s a frustration that everyone has felt, including me.”

“Confess,” I said, “or it will haunt you forever, it will drive you crazy.”

“I don’t know if that’s a word of advice, a backhanded comfort, or what,” Railey said. “I am not guilty. I didn’t do it. I don’t feel tormented by the guilt of what I didn’t do.”

[image: ]

It would be days before I understood some of what disturbed me about my conversation with Walker Railey. There was, of course, the possibility of his innocence. If he was guilty of no more than infidelity, then what an awful fate for him to bear. How cruel of me to disbelieve him. But if he strangled Peggy and was going free, then what kind of person was he? I still didn’t know.

I had been struck, in a literary way, by the metaphorical parallels between Peggy’s condition and that of her children, who were in a custody limbo, and that of the congregation, which was still stunned and bewildered, and that of the crime, which continued to be unsolved, and that of Walker, who was, as I pointed out to him, suspended between one life and another. “Yes, yes!” he said with an eagerness that surprised me. “Somebody asked me three or four months ago, ‘How’ve you been?’ And I said I felt like I’m in an emotional coma. In that I’m breathing, existing, and living, but at that point—this is while I was still in the hospital—like anybody in a coma, like Peggy and others, I hear people around me talking and making decisions that affect my life, and at this point I don’t seem to have control over those decisions. So I’m in a kind of fixed state. I guess you could say the same thing now.”

Perhaps it was the very eagerness with which he accepted this observation that chilled me, because of course there was no real equivalence between Walker Railey’s tragedy and Peggy’s. Soon after our interview he left his children to start a new life in California with Lucy. Eventually, in 1992, Railey would be indicted and he would return to Texas to face trial (which had not begun when this book was completed). Peggy’s life would never start again, however; at best, it would continue only blankly. For Walker there was a future, but for Peggy there is only an unending present, until she finds the death her assailant did not provide. And I have the feeling that she is waiting—waiting for justice, waiting for salvation, waiting for the truth to set her free.
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