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The barbarians are to arrive today.

Why such inaction in the Senate?

Why do the Senators sit and pass no laws?

Because the barbarians are to arrive today.

What further laws can the Senators pass?

 

…. night is here but the barbarians have not come.

Some people arrived from the frontiers,

and they said that there are no longer any barbarians.

And now what shall become of us without any barbarians?

Those people were a kind of solution.

 

 

Cavafy

“Expecting the Barbarians” (1904)  

 
 

 


CHAPTER ONE



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

 

*  *  *

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

 

 
CHAPTER TWO

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You might ease up on your mouth.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

*  *  *

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

 

 
CHAPTER THREE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Annie.

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

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

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

 

 

 
CHAPTER FOUR

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Sergeant Blake speaking, Mrs. Baxter.”

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

“Everything okay, Mrs. Baxter?”

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

“Well… he’s out making the rounds.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes.”

“So, what’s cookin’, good-lookin’?”

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

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

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

“Where’d you get that idea?”

“From you and your mother.”

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

“Where were you tonight?”

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

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

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

She replied, “Yes, that’s right.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Annie said, “Good morning.”

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

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

There was no reply.

Annie said, “Turn on the light.”

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

“No, sir, you have the problem.”

“I ain’t got no problem.”

“Where were you?”

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

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

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

“Where were you tonight?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Shut up. Where were you tonight?”

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

“Liar.”

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

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

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

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

He stopped speaking and stared at her.

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

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

“Coward! Coward! Coward!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m waitin’.”

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

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

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

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

“You do, I’ll kill you.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She sat across from him.

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

“I ate.”

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

She stood and poured him more coffee.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I don’t really care.”

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

Annie took a breath and fought down a scream.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes, sir.”

“And cut the sir shit.”

“Sorry.”

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

“Yes.”

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

“No.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

 

 
CHAPTER FIVE

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

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

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

 

*  *  *

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

*  *  *

 

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

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

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

“A car.”

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

“A Saab 900. Swedish.”

“Say what?”

“Made in Sweden.”

“No kiddin’?”

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

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

“Yup.”

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

Keith smiled. “Just a private citizen.” 

“Yeah? Passin’ through?”

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

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

“I’ve got family here.”

“You from around here?”

“Long time ago. Landry.”

“Oh, hell, yeah. Which one are you?”

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

“Sure. They retired now, right?”

“Florida.”

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

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

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

“What did I buy today?”

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

“No corn squeezin’s?”

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

“You sell beer?”

“Sure do.”

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

The woman nodded. 

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

Arles asked, “You lookin’ for work?”

“Maybe.”

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

“Yes, but the land’s contracted.”

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

“That bad?”

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

“The farmhouse.”

“Yeah? The missus from around here?”

Keith replied, “I’m here alone.”

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

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

Arles said, “Hey, welcome home.”

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

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

He headed out toward St. James Church.

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

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

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

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

 

*  *  *

 

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

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

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

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

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

 

*  *  *

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

*  *  *

 

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

“You got any of them beef jerkies?”

“Sure do. Help yourself.”

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

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

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

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

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

Arles said, “Appreciate the patronage, Chief.”

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

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

“Look suspicious?”

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

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

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

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

“The guy did okay for himself.”

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

“Landry. Keith Landry.”

Cliff Baxter looked at Arles. “What?”

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

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

“Yup.”

“Moved back?”

“He said.”

“Family?”

“Nope.”

“What’d he look like?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

 

 
CHAPTER SIX

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How about a missus on that sticker?”

“No, just him.”

“This a temporary?”

“Looks like a permanent address change. Problem?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Well…”

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

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

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

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

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

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

Cliff suddenly slapped the dashboard hard. “Asshole!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes, sir.”

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

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

“What the hell do you mean?”

“Well, they said no such person.”

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

“Where’s the car?”

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

“Yes, sir.”

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

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

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

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

From these humble beginnings, Cliff Baxter started keeping notes, which became files, which became gold.

Lately, however, a lot of people he didn’t like were getting too involved in the system. Schoolteachers, preachers, housewives, even farmers. Already there was one woman on the city council, Gail Porter, a retired college professor, a nosy bitch, and an ex-commie. She got elected by a fluke, the guy running against her, Bobby Cole, getting himself caught in the men’s room of the Toledo bus station. Cliff hadn’t paid any attention to her until it was too late, but now he had a file on her thick as a lamb chop, and she’d be out on her ass in November. Women like that didn’t appreciate the system, and Cliff knew if she stayed, there’d be more like her to follow.

The mayor was his cousin, the city council and county commissioners were men he knew, and every one of them had to run for election. But Cliff Baxter was appointed, and as far as he was concerned, he’d been appointed for life. The fact was, if he ever lost his job, he could think  of about a hundred men and some women who’d go for his throat, so he had to hold on tight.

Cliff Baxter was not unaware that the world had changed and that the changes were coming across the borders of Spencer County and that they were dangerous to him. But he was pretty sure he could keep it all under control, especially since the county sheriff, Don Finney, was his mother’s cousin. Don had only two deputies to patrol the whole county, so he and Cliff had an understanding that the Spencerville police could leave the city limits whenever they wanted, just as Cliff was doing now. It gave Cliff a lot more latitude in dealing with people who lived outside of town, like the Porter woman and her husband, and like Mr. Keith Landry.

So he’d keep a lid on things for a few more years, then, with thirty years in and his kids out of college, he could skip across the border into Michigan, where he had a hunting lodge. Meantime, he had to eat his enemies even when he wasn’t hungry.

The part of him that was shark could smell blood in the water a mile away, but he smelled no blood on any of these new people, including Gail Porter. He’d shown her his file on her once, thinking he could get her in line, showed her all he knew about her left-wing activities at Antioch College, and some stuff about boyfriends that her husband wouldn’t appreciate. But she told him to roll up the file, put a coat of grease on it, and shove it up his ass. Cliff had been more than pissed off, he’d been almost homicidal. If people weren’t afraid, how was he going to keep them in line? This was a little scary.

The part of him that was wolf sensed danger before any other animal in his woods had an inkling of it. In the  last few years, he’d noticed these new people sort of circling around, sizing him up like he was fair game instead of the other way around.

Then there was Annie. Little lady perfect who usually wouldn’t say shit if she had a mouth full of it. Then all of a sudden, she gets the idea of checking up on him, then comes that close to blowing his head off. “What the hell’s goin’ on around here?”

He’d been working on these problems when this new thing came along. “Goddamnit! People after my ass, people after my job, and now my own wife tries to kill me, and some guy who used to fuck her shows up. Hey, God, what’d I do to deserve this shit?”

He wondered if Annie knew yet that her old boyfriend was back in town. Maybe that’s why she tried to kill him. But that didn’t make sense. She’d go to jail before she could fuck him. No, she didn’t know yet, but she would, and he’d watch for it. It did occur to him that maybe she had no interest in Keith Landry, and he had no interest in her. Still, he didn’t want this stiff cock around town.

He realized he couldn’t watch both of them forever, but he’d watch for a while, and maybe catch them. If not, Landry was still going to get fucked, but not by Mrs. Baxter.

Cliff was a pro at lovers’ lane busts, and in the old days, before kids started screwing in the houses of working parents or in motels out of the county, he’d grabbed a few every weekend in cars or abandoned barns. He had a sixth sense for knowing where they were and catching them naked or at least half-naked. This was the part of his tough job that he enjoyed, and if he thought about it, a night like that always ended with him going to one of his  ladies’ houses with big Johnson trying to bust out of his zipper. Sometimes he took Johnson home, and a couple of times Annie would comment that he must have been cruising lovers’ lane. “Yeah, she’s got a smart mouth.” Too damned smart for her own good.

All this thinking about sex was getting him cranked up.

Cliff Baxter turned back toward town and drove into the south end, the part of town that was literally on the wrong side of the tracks. He called headquarters and said to Blake, “Takin’ an hour. Beep if you need me. In fact, beep in an hour so I can get onta where I’m gonna be.”

“Right, Chief.”

Baxter pulled into the cracked concrete driveway of a wooden bungalow and used an electronic opener to raise the garage door. He parked the police cruiser inside the garage, got out, and hit the button to close the door.

He went to the back door and opened it with a key. The kitchen was small, dirty, and always smelled like bad plumbing. Annie, at least, for all her other faults, knew how to keep a house.

He took a look into the untidy living room, then walked into the first of two bedrooms. A woman in her mid-thirties lay sleeping on her side on top of the bed sheets, wearing only a T-shirt. The room was warm, and a window fan stirred the hot air. Her white waitress uniform and underwear were thrown on the floor.

Baxter walked up to the bed. The T-shirt had ridden up to her hips, and Cliff stared at her pubic hair, then regarded her big breasts and the nipples pointing through the pink T-shirt. The shirt said, “Park ’n’ Eat—Softball Team.”

She had a good body, good muscle tone, and good skin  if you overlooked a few zits and mosquito bites. The short hair falling over her face was blond, but the hair on her crotch was black.

The woman stirred and turned on her stomach. Cliff looked at her rounded rump and felt himself getting hard. He reached out and squeezed a handful of cheek. She mumbled something, then rolled over and opened her eyes.

Cliff Baxter smiled. “Hey, good-lookin’.”

“Oh…” She cleared her throat and forced a smile. “It’s you.”

“Who’d you think it was?”

“Nobody…” She sat up, trying to clear her head, then pulled the T-shirt down to cover herself. “Didn’t know you were coming.”

“I ain’t come yet, sweetheart. That’s why I’m here.”

She forced a smile.

He sat on the bed beside her and put his hand between her legs, his fingers entering her. “You havin’ a wet dream?”

“Yeah… about you.”

“Better be.” He found her clitoris and massaged it.

She squirmed a little, clearly not enjoying going from a sound sleep to having a man’s fingers in her within sixty seconds.

“What’s the matter with you?”

“Nothing. Got to go to the bathroom.” She slid off the opposite side of the bed and went out into the hallway.

Cliff wiped his fingers on the sheets, lay on the bed fully clothed, and waited. He heard the toilet flush, water running, gargling.

Sherry Kolarik was the latest in a long line of women  that had begun before his marriage, continued during his courtship of Annie and through his engagement and all through his marriage. They never lasted too long, and he never had a real heartthrob, a girlfriend, or a full-fledged mistress—they were all just sport fucks of short duration. In fact, somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew he was incapable of any real relationship with a woman, and his ladies were simply targets of opportunity—the town sluts, women who ran afoul of the law, desperately lonely divorcees, and barmaids and waitresses who needed a little extra cash—the lower elements of small-town American society; they were all easy marks for Police Chief Baxter.

Now and then, he picked on a married woman with a no-account husband such as Janie Wilson, the wife of the station house janitor, or Beth Marlon, wife of the town drunk. Sometimes he got the wife of a man who needed a favor real bad, like a prisoner. He enjoyed these conquests more than the others because fucking a man’s wife meant you were fucking the man, too.

He was careful not to try his act on wives who had husbands who could become a problem. He did ogle female attorneys, schoolteachers, doctors, and other professional women, married and unmarried, who turned him on; but he knew without admitting it to himself that he didn’t have a chance with these women. He knew, too, or rather had a dim awareness, that even if he scored with one of them, they’d reject him after they got to know him better. His only major conquest on that level had been Annie Prentis. But at that time, Cliff Baxter was better-looking, a little more charming, and also gave it everything he had. And, in truth, there had been a war on then, and the  pickings in Spencerville were slim, so that a draft-deferred cop looked good to a lot of young ladies. He knew all of this without actually acknowledging any of it to himself. Thus, Cliff Baxter’s ego was intact, while his predatory senses were always alert, a lone wolf who knew what prey was weak and vulnerable and what was dangerous.

Still, he had rape fantasies about the snippy female attorney in the county prosecutor’s office, about the two female doctors at the hospital, and the uppity bitch bank president, and college girls home on vacation, and so forth. He knew that to fuck one of these women would be to fuck the whole class of people who looked down on him. Someday, he thought, he’d go for it. He’d cut one of the snobby ladies loose from the herd and lay the wood to her and dare her to make anything of it. Maybe she’d enjoy it. But for now, he’d settle for Sherry Kolarik and women like her.

She came back into the bedroom, and Cliff looked at his watch. “Now, I ain’t got much time.”

“I wanted to clean up for you.”

“You don’t got to clean up for what you got to do.” He hopped out of bed and walked to the living room and left through the front door. He rang the bell and she came to the door and opened it, wearing a robe now.

“You Miss Kolarik?”

“Yes.”

“Chief Baxter. I’d like to speak to you.” He backed her up and closed the door. “Miss, you got a hundred dollars in parking tickets downtown. I’m here to collect the money or take you in.”

If Sherry Kolarik thought it was romantic of Chief  Baxter to re-create how they’d met, she didn’t say so, didn’t laugh and put her arms around Cliff. Instead, she said, “I’m sorry, I don’t have the money.”

He replied, “Then I got to take you in. Get dressed.”

“No, please, I have to go to work. I can pay you Friday when I get paid.”

“You had three months to make good on these here tickets. So now you’re under arrest. You come peacefully, or I cuff you and take you in just like you are.”

In fact, she’d been wearing her waitress uniform when this scene took place a month before. But she’d felt just as helpless and exposed then as now. Only now she didn’t owe the bastard a hundred dollars. But there was still the matter of her car that had to pass the state inspection, and Baxter Motors could overlook some defects. She said, “Look, I work at the Park ’n’ Eat, you know, you’ve seen me in there, and if you come around Friday, about noon, we can go over to the bank with my check. Can’t you wait?”

“No, ma’am. I dragged my butt over here, and I’m goin’ back to the station with a hundred bucks or with you. Don’t mess with me.” He jiggled the handcuffs on his belt.

“I’m sorry… I don’t have the money, and I can’t miss a day of work… look, I’ve got about twenty dollars…”

Cliff shook his head.

“A postdated check—”

“Nope.”

“I’ve got some jewelry, a watch—”

“I ain’t a goddamn repo man. I’m a cop.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what to…”

He took the cuffs off his belt. They looked at each  other a long time, and both of them remembered the moment when she’d figured it out. She asked, “Can you loan me the money?”

“What’s in it for me?”

“Whatever you want.”

“Had lunch.”

“Look, all I’ve got is me. You want me?”

“You tryin’ to bribe me with sex?”

She nodded.

“Well, let’s see what you got for collateral before I decide. Take ’em off.”

She unfastened her robe and let it fall, then pulled the T-shirt over her head and dropped it on an armchair. She stood in the middle of the living room, naked, while Chief Baxter circled around her. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the bulge in his pants.

“Okay, Miss Kolarik, you got real good collateral for a loan. Kneel right there. Park ’n’ Eat, sweetheart.”

She knelt on the rug.

He unbuckled his gun belt and put it on the armchair, then undid his belt and zipper and lowered his pants and undershorts. “Go for it, darlin’.”

She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and with one finger lowered his erect penis to her lips.

When it was over, Cliff said, “Swallow it.” He pulled up his clothes, buckled on his holster, and threw a twenty on the armchair. “I’ll take care of the tickets, but you owe me four payments.”

Sherry nodded and mumbled, “Thank you.” He’d said that the first time, and, for the last ten times, it had always been four more.

Cliff, not particularly sensitive, nevertheless saw she  was a little upset and patted her cheek. “Hey, I’ll see you later for coffee. Got to go.”

He left through the back door.

She stood, went into the kitchen, spit in the sink and washed out her mouth, then ran into the shower.

 

*  *  *

 

Cliff Baxter drove around Spencerville, feeling very good. He had, at the moment, two women, which was enough for one time: Sherry, mostly for oral sex, and a separated woman with kids, named Jackie, trying to live on what her husband sent her from Toledo. Jackie had a nice bedroom and a good bed, and she was a good lay. Cliff always brought groceries, compliments of the local supermarket. He had a third woman, he realized, his wife. He laughed. “You are all man, Cliff Baxter.”

The mobile phone rang, and he picked it up. Sergeant Blake said, “Chief, I had Ward drive by Landry’s place with binoculars, and he got the license number.”

“Okay.”

“So I called these clowns back in D.C., and I gave it to them.”

“Good. What we got?”

“Well… they said this plate was some kind of special thing, and if we needed to know more, we got to fill out a form, tellin’ why and what it’s about—”

“What the hell are you talkin’ about?”

“They faxed me this form—two pages.”

“What kinda shit is that? You call those sons-of-bitches and tell them we need a make on this plate now. Tell ’em the guy was DUI or somethin’, can’t produce a registration or nothin’—” 

“Chief, I’m tellin’ ya, I tried everything. They’re tellin’ me it’s somethin’ to do with national security.”

“National… what?”

“You know, like secret stuff.”

Cliff Baxter drove in silence. One minute he’s on top of the world, pipes cleaned, feeling good, and in charge. Now this guy Landry shows up from outside, from Washington, D.C., after how many years…? Twenty-five maybe, and Cliff doesn’t know a thing about him, and just finds out he can’t even get a make on his car registration or driver’s license. “Who the fuck is this guy?”

“Chief?”

“Okay, I want this bastard watched. I want somebody to swing by his place a couple times a day, and I want to know every time he comes to town.”

“Okay… what are we lookin’ for? I mean, why—?”

“Just do what the hell I tell you.”

“Yes, sir.”

Cliff hung up. “The man fucked my wife, that’s why.” And people in town knew, or they’d remember, or they’d hear about it soon enough. “I can’t have that. No, siree, I cannot have that.”

Several plans of action began to form in his mind, and he remembered something old Judge Thornsby once said to him—“Sometimes a problem is an opportunity in disguise.”

“That’s it. This stupid bastard came right onto my turf. And what I couldn’t do twenty-five years ago, I can do now. I’m gonna kill him… no, I’m gonna cut off his balls. That’s it. Gonna cut off his balls and put ’em in a jar on the mantel, and Annie can dust it once a week.” He laughed. 

 

 

 
CHAPTER SEVEN

A hot, dry wind blew in from the southwest, originating within some ancient weather pattern that once swept prairie fires across the grassy plains and stampeded endless herds of buffalo, blind with panic, into the Great Black Swamp where their bones were still turned up by plows. But now the wind blew through a million rows of corn and a million acres of undulating wheat, through the small towns and lonely farmhouses, and across pastures and meadows where cattle grazed. It swept across Indiana and into Ohio, and over the Great Lakes, where it met the arctic mass moving south.

By mid-September, when the west winds died, Keith Landry recalled, you could sometimes catch a whiff of the north, the smell of pines and lake air, and the sky was filled with Canada geese. One September day, George Landry said to his wife, Alma, “It’s time we got smart like the geese.” And they left.

The history of most human migration, however, was more complex, Keith thought. Humans had adapted to every climate on earth, and in ancient times had populated the world by their wanderings. Unlike salmon, they  didn’t have to return to their birthplace to spawn, though Keith thought that wouldn’t be a bad idea.

Keith was acclimating himself to the almost suffocating dryness, the fine dust, the constant desiccating wind, and, like most northern Ohioans, he was thinking about the winter long before it arrived. But acclimating to the weather was easy; acclimating to the social environment was going to be a little more difficult.

It had been a week since his return, and Keith decided it was time to go downtown. He drove in at midday and headed directly for Baxter Motors, a Ford dealership on the eastern end of Main Street. His family had done business there for years, and Keith vaguely recalled that his father did not really care for those people. But the old man was perverse and felt that he could strike a better bargain with people he disliked, and he got a thrill from it.

He was not unaware that Baxter Motors was owned by the family of Annie’s husband, and perhaps that influenced his decision, too, though he couldn’t get a handle on that reasoning.

He got out of the Saab and looked around. The dealership was strictly Ford, with no foreign car franchise attached, as was common back east.

A salesman beelined across the parking lot and inquired, “How’re you today?”

“Very fine. Thank you for asking.”

The salesman seemed momentarily confused, then stuck out his hand. “Phil Baxter.”

“Keith Landry.” He looked at Mr. Baxter, a baby-fat man in his early forties with more chins than a Chinese  phone book. Phil Baxter seemed pleasant enough, but that came with the job. Keith asked, “This your place?”

Phil laughed. “Not yet. Waitin’ for Pop to retire.”

Keith tried to picture Annie married to one of these genetic fumbles, then decided he was being uncharitable and petty. He got to the point, perhaps too quickly for local tastes, and said, “I want to trade this customized Ford in for a new one.”

Phil Baxter glanced at the Saab and laughed again. “That ain’t no Ford, buddy.” He got serious and said, “We try not to take foreign cars. I guess you know that.”

“Why’s that?”

“Hard to move ’em. Local folk drive American.” He squinted at the license plate. “Where you from?”

“Washington.”

“Passin’ through, or what?”

“I’m from around here. Just moved back.”

“Yeah, name sounds familiar. We done business before?”

“Sure have. You want to sell me a new car?”

“Sure do… but… I got to talk to the boss.”

“Pop?”

“Yup. But he ain’t here now. What kind of Ford you lookin’ for, Keith?”

“Maybe a Mustang GT.”

Phil’s eyes widened. “Hey, good choice. We got two, a black and a red. But I can get you any color.”

“Good. What’s the book on mine? It’s last year’s, eight thousand miles.”

“I’ll check it out for you.”

“Are you going to take the Saab?” 

“I’ll get back to you on that, Keith. Meantime, here’s my card. Give a call when you’re ready.”

Keith smiled at the small-town, low-key approach to sales. In Washington, any car salesman could be an arms negotiator or Capitol Hill lobbyist. Here, nobody pushed. Keith said, “Thanks, Phil.” He turned to leave, then the imp of the perverse turned him around and he said, “I remember a guy named Cliff Baxter.”

“Yeah, my brother. He’s police chief now.”

“You don’t say? He did okay for himself.”

“Sure did. Fine wife, two great kids, one in college, one about to go.”

“God bless him.”

“Amen.”

“See you later, Phil.”

Keith pulled onto Main Street and stopped at a traffic light. “That was a stupid move, Landry.”

He certainly didn’t need to go to Baxter Motors; he knew they wouldn’t want the Saab, he didn’t even know if he wanted a Ford, and surely he didn’t have to mention Cliff Baxter’s name. For an ex-intelligence officer, he was acting pretty stupid—driving past her house, going to her father-in-law’s place of business. What next? Pulling her pigtails? “Grow up, Landry.”

The light changed and he drove west, up Main Street. The downtown area consisted of rows of dark brick buildings, three and four stories high, with retail space at ground level and mostly empty apartments above. Almost everything had been built between the end of the Civil War and the start of the Great Depression. The old brickwork and wooden ornamentation were interesting, but  most of the ground-floor storefronts had been modernized in the 1950s and ’60s and looked tacky.

Street and sidewalk traffic was light, he noticed, and half the stores were vacant. The ones that remained open were discount clothing places, church thrift shops, video arcades, and other low-end enterprises. He recalled that Annie, in a few of her letters, mentioned that she managed the County Hospital Thrift Store located downtown, but he didn’t see the shop.

The three big buildings in town were also closed—the movie house, the old hotel, and Carter’s, the local department store. Missing, also, were the two hardware stores, the half dozen or so grocery stores, and three sweetshops with soda fountains, and Bob’s Sporting Goods, where Keith had spent half his time and most of his money.

A few of the old places remained—Grove’s Pharmacy, Miller’s Restaurant, and two taverns called John’s Place and the historic Posthouse. The courthouse crowd no doubt kept these places afloat.

Downtown Spencerville was surely not as Keith remembered it as a boy. It had been the center of his world, and without romanticizing it, it seemed to him that it had been the center of life and commerce in Spencer County, bursting with 1950s prosperity and baby-boomer families. Certainly, the movie theatre, the sweetshops, and the sports store made it a good place for kids to hang out.

Even then, however, the social and economic conditions that were to change Main Street, USA, were at work. But he didn’t know that then, and, to him, downtown Spencerville was the best and greatest place in the world, teeming with friends and things to do. He thought  to himself, “The America that sent us to war no longer exists to welcome us home.”

You didn’t have to be born in a small town, Keith thought, to have a soft spot in your heart for America’s small towns. It was, and to some extent it remained, the ideal, if only in an abstract and sentimental way. But beyond nostalgia, the small town dominated much of the history of the American experience; in thousands of Spencervilles across the nation, surrounded by endless farms, American ideas and culture formed, took hold, flourished, and nourished a nation. But now, he thought, the roots were dying, and no one noticed because the tree still looked so stately.

He approached the center of town and saw one building that had not changed: Across from Courthouse Square stood the impressive police headquarters, and, outside, among the parked police cars, a group of police officers stood, talking to a man who Keith instinctively knew was Police Chief Baxter. He also noticed now, a few buildings away from police headquarters, the County Hospital Thrift Store.

Keith drove around the massive courthouse, which was set on a few acres of public park. The administration of justice, civil and criminal, and the proliferation of bureaucratic agencies were still a growth business at the close of the American Century, even in Spencer County. The courthouse was once thought of as a boondoggle and a giant folly, but the visionaries who built it must have anticipated the kind of society that was to inherit the nation.

Aside from the courts, the building housed the prosecutor’s office, the Welfare Department, a public law library, the county surveyor, the state agricultural office, the Board of Elections, and a dozen other acronymic government agencies; the Ministry of Everything, its sixteen-story clock tower rising in Orwellian fashion above the decaying city around it.

There were a number of people in the park surrounding the courthouse, kids on bikes, women with baby carriages and strollers, old people on benches, government workers on break, and the unemployed. For a moment, Keith could imagine that it was the summer of 1963 again, the summer he’d met Annie Prentis, and that the past three decades had not happened, or better yet, had happened differently.

He came full circle around the courthouse, turned back onto Main Street, and continued toward its western end, where grand old houses stood. This was once a prime residential street, but it was run-down now, the big places given over to boardinghouses, informal day-care centers, a few low-rent offices, and the occasional craft shop that hopefully paid the mortgage and taxes.

Main Street widened into four lanes at the sign that said, “City Limits,” and became the highway that led to the Indiana border. But it was no longer rural, Keith saw, and had become a commercial strip of chain supermarkets, convenience stores, discount stores, and gas stations. Huge plastic signs stood atop tall stanchions as far as the eye could see: Wendy’s, McDonald’s, Burger King, Kentucky Fried Chicken, Roy Rogers, Domino’s Pizza, Friendly’s, and other fine and fast-dining spots, one after the other, all the way out to Indiana, for all he knew, maybe all the way to California—the real Main Street, USA. 

At any rate, this was what had killed downtown, or perhaps downtown had killed itself because of a lack of vision, as well as a profound break with, and misunderstanding of, the past. In a perfect little hometown such as the ones he’d seen in New England, the past and the present were one, and the future was built carefully on the existing foundations of time.

But Keith supposed that if he’d stayed here and seen the changes evolve, rather than experiencing them in five-year gulps, he’d be less nostalgic and not as startled by the physical transformation.

There being not a single grocery store left in downtown Spencerville, Keith had to forgo that experience, and he pulled into the lot of a big supermarket.

He took a cart and went inside. The aisles were wide, the place was air-conditioned and clean, and the goods were mostly the same as in Washington. Despite his longing for Mr. Erhart’s chaotic grocery store, the modern supermarket was truly America’s finest contribution to Western civilization.

Ironically, Keith’s urban shopping street in Georgetown was more like rural Spencerville than Spencerville. There, Keith, on his rare shopping trips, went from one small specialty store to another. The supermarket concept was alien to him but instantly understandable. He pushed his cart up and down the aisles, took what he needed, met the glances of housewives and old-timers, smiled, said “Excuse me,” and didn’t compare prices.

He was surprised at the number of people he didn’t know and recalled a time when he’d wave to half the people downtown. However, there was a familiar face now and then, and some people seemed to recognize him but  probably couldn’t place his face or recall his name. He saw at least ten women of his own age that he’d once known and saw a man he’d once played football with. But dropping out of the sky as he had, he wasn’t prepared to stop and identify himself.

He didn’t see any of his former best friends and, if he had, he’d have been a little embarrassed because he hadn’t kept in touch with any of them and hadn’t attended a single class reunion. Aside from his family, his only contact with Spencerville had been Annie.

He saw her turning a corner and pushed his cart faster, then abandoned it and caught up with her. But it wasn’t her, and in fact didn’t look at all like her, and he realized he was having a tiny midafternoon hallucination.

He went back to his shopping cart, and, without finishing his shopping, he checked out and took his bags to his car.

A Spencerville police car with two officers inside was blocking him. He loaded his groceries and got into his Saab and started it up, but they didn’t move. He got out of his car and went to the driver. “Excuse me, I’m getting out.”

The cop stared at him a long time, then turned and said to his partner, “I thought all the migrant workers left by now.” They both laughed.

This was one of those moments, Keith thought, when the average American citizen, God bless him, would tell the police to fuck off. But Keith was not an average American, and he’d lived in enough police states to recognize that what was happening here was a deliberate provocation. In Somalia or Haiti, or a dozen other places he’d been, the next thing to happen would be the death of  a stupid citizen. In the old Soviet empire, they rarely shot you on the street, but they arrested you, which was where this incident was headed unless Keith backed off. He said, “Whenever you’re ready.”

He got back into his car, put it in reverse so that the backup lights were on, and waited. After about five minutes, a good number of shoppers had passed by and noticed, and a few of them had mentioned to the two cops that they were blocking the gentleman. In fact, the scene was attracting attention, and the cops decided it was time to move off.

Keith backed out and pulled onto the highway. He could have taken rural roads all the way home, but instead headed back into town, in case the gestapo had more on their minds. He kept an eye on his rearview mirror the whole way.

This was not a random incident of fascistic behavior toward a man with out-of-state license plates and a funny car. And Spencerville was not some southern backwater town where the cops sometimes got nasty with strangers. This was a nice, civilized, and friendly midwestern town where strangers were usually treated with some courtesy. Therefore, this was planned, and you didn’t have to be a former intelligence officer to figure out who planned it.

So at least one of the questions in Keith’s mind was answered: Police Chief Baxter knew he was in Spencerville. But did Mrs. Baxter know?

He’d thought about Cliff Baxter’s reaction upon hearing that his wife’s former lover was back in town. Big cities were full of ex-lovers, and it was usually no problem. Even here in Spencerville, there were undoubtedly many married men and women who’d done it with other  people, pre-marriage, and still lived in town. The problem in this case was Cliff Baxter, who, if Keith guessed correctly, probably lacked a certain sophistication and savoir faire.

Annie had never written a word against him in any of her letters, not on the lines or between the lines. But it was more what wasn’t said, coupled with what Keith remembered about Cliff Baxter and what he’d heard over the years from his family.

Keith had never solicited anything about Cliff Baxter, but his mother—God bless her—always dropped a word or two about the Baxters. These were not overly subtle remarks, but more in the category of, “I just don’t know what that woman sees in him.” Or more to the point, “I saw Annie Baxter on the street the other day, and she asked about you. She still looks like a young girl.”

His mother had always liked Annie and wanted her stupid son to marry the girl. In his mother’s day, a courtship was prelude to marriage, and a reticent beau could actually get sued for breach of promise if he ruined a girl’s reputation by taking her on picnics unchaperoned, and then not doing the decent thing and marrying her. Keith smiled. How the world had changed.

His father, a man of few words, had nevertheless spoken badly of the current police chief, but he’d confined his remarks to areas of public concern. Neither sex, love, marriage, nor the name Annie ever came out of his mouth. But basically he felt as his wife did—the kid blew it.

But they could not comprehend the world of the late 1960s, the stresses and social dislocations felt more by the young than by the old. Truly, the country had gone  mad, and somewhere during that madness, Keith and Annie had lost their way, then lost each other.

In the last five years since his parents had moved away, he’d had no other news of Spencerville, of Chief Baxter, or of how pretty Annie looked in a flowery sundress, walking through the courthouse park.

And that was just as well, because his mother, though she meant well, had caused him a lot of pain.

Keith drove slowly through town, then turned south on Chestnut Street, crossed the tracks, and continued through the poor part of town, past the warehouses and industrial park, and out into the open country.

He looked in his rearview mirror again but did not see a police car.

He had no idea what Chief of Police Baxter’s game plan was, but it really didn’t matter, as long as both of them stayed within the law. Keith didn’t mind petty harassment and, in fact, thrived on it. In the old Soviet Union and the former Eastern Bloc, harassment was the highest form of compliment; it meant you were doing your job, and they took the time to express their displeasure.

Cliff Baxter, however, could have shown a little more cleverness if he’d lain low for a while.

But Keith suspected that Baxter was not patient or subtle. He was no doubt cunning and dangerous, but, like the police in a police state, he was too used to getting instant gratification.

Keith tried to put himself in Baxter’s place. On the one hand, the man wanted to run Keith Landry out of town very quickly. But the cunning side of him wanted to provoke an incident that would lead to anything from arrest to a bullet.

In the final analysis, Keith understood, there wasn’t room in this town for Keith Landry and Cliff Baxter, and if Keith stayed, someone was probably going to be hurt. 




 

 
CHAPTER EIGHT

The next week passed uneventfully, and Keith used the time to work around the farmyard and the house. He cleared the bush and weeds from the kitchen garden, turned over the ground, and threw straw in the garden to keep the weeds down and the topsoil from blowing away. He harvested a few grapes from the overgrown arbor and cut back the vines.

Keith gathered deadfall from around the trees, sawed and split it into firewood, and stacked the wood near the back door. He spent two days mending fences and began the process of cleaning out the toolshed and barn. He was in good shape, but there was something uniquely exhausting about farm work, and he remembered days as a boy when he barely had the energy to meet his friends after dinner. His father had done this for fifty years, and the old man deserved to sit on his patio in Florida and stare at his orange tree. He didn’t fault his brother for not wanting to continue the hundred-and-fifty-year tradition of backbreaking labor for very little money, and certainly he didn’t fault himself or his sister. Yet, it would have been nice if an Uncle Ned type had continued on. At least  his father had not sold the land and had kept the farmhouse in the family. Most farmers these days sold out, lock, stock, and barrel, and if they had any regrets, you never heard about it. No one he knew ever returned from Florida, or wherever they went.

In the toolshed, he saw the old anvil sitting on the workbench. Stamped into the anvil was the word Erfurt, and a date, 1817. He recalled that this was the anvil that his great-great-grandfather had brought with him from Germany, had loaded onto a sailing ship, then probably a series of riverboats, and finally a horse-drawn wagon until it came to rest here in the New World. Two hundred pounds of steel, dragged halfway around the globe to a new frontier inhabited by hostile Indians and strange flora and fauna. Surely his ancestors must have had second thoughts about leaving their homes and families, their civilized, settled environment, for a lonely and unforgiving land. But they stayed and built a civilization. Now, however, what Indians and swamp diseases couldn’t do, civilization itself had done, and this farm, and others, were abandoned.

As he worked, he was aware that chopping firewood for the winter was a commitment of sorts, though he could give away the firewood, come to his senses, and leave. But for now, he felt good taking care of his parents’ farm, his ancestors’ bequeathal. His muscles ached in a pleasant way; he was fit, tan, and too tired to indulge himself in urban-type anxieties, or to think about sex. Well, he thought about it but tried not to.

He’d gotten the phone connected and called his parents, brother, and sister to tell them he was home. In Washington, not only was his number unlisted, but the  phone company had no record of his name. Here in Spencerville, he’d decided to put his name and number in the book, but he hadn’t gotten any calls so far, which was fine.

His mail was forwarded from Washington, but there wasn’t anything important, except a few final bills that he could pay now that he’d opened a checking account at the old Farmers and Merchants Bank in town. UPS had delivered his odds and ends, and the boxes sat in the cellar, unopened.

It was interesting, he thought, how fast a complicated life could wind down. No more home fax or telex, no car phone, no office, no secretary, no airplane tickets on his desk, no pile of pink message slips, no monthly status meetings, no briefings to deliver at the White House, no communiqués to read, and nothing to decipher except life.

In fact, though he’d finally informed the National Security Council of his whereabouts, he hadn’t heard a word from them officially, and hadn’t even heard from his Washington friends and colleagues. This reinforced his opinion that his former life was all nonsense anyway, and that the game was for the players only, not the former stars.

As he worked, he reflected on his years with the Defense Department and then the National Security Council, and it occurred to him that Spencerville, as well as the rest of the country, was filled with monuments to the men and women of the armed forces who served and who gave their lives, and there was the monument in Arlington to the unknown soldier who represented all the unidentified dead, and there were parades and special  days set aside for the armed forces. But for the dead, disabled, and discharged veterans of the secret war, there were only private memorials in the lobbies or gardens of a few nonpublic buildings. Keith thought it was time to erect a public monument in the Mall, a tribute to the Cold Warriors who served, who got burned-out, whose marriages went to hell, who got shafted in bureaucratic shuffling, and who died, physically, mentally, and sometimes spiritually. The exact nature of this monument escaped him, but sometimes he pictured a huge hole in the middle of the Mall, sort of a vortex, with a perpetual fog rising from the bottom, and if there was any inscription at all, it should read: Dedicated to the Cold Warriors, 1945–1989? Thanks.

But this war ended, he thought, not with a bang, but a whimper, and the transition from war to peace was mostly quiet and unremarked. There was no cohesiveness among the Cold Warriors, no sense of victory, no pomp and ceremony as divisions were deactivated, ships decommissioned, bomber squadrons put out into the desert. There was just a fading away, a piece of paper, a pension check in the mail. In fact, Keith thought, no one in Washington, nor anywhere, even said thank you.

But he was not bitter, and, in fact, he was very happy to see these events transpire in his lifetime. He thought, however, the government and the people should have made more of it, but he understood his own country, and understood the innate tendency of the American people to treat war and history as something that usually happened somewhere else to someone else, and was, at best, a nuisance. Back to normalcy.

Time to chop wood. He pruned the old oaks around the  house, gathered up the branches in a pull cart, and took them to the sawhorses. He cut, split, and stacked.

Aunt Betty had stopped by, and so had some of his distant relatives. The Mullers from the next farm to the south came by, and so had Martin and Sue Jenkins from the farm across the road. Everyone brought something in the way of food, everyone seemed a little awkward, and everyone asked the same questions—“So, you stayin’ awhile? Miss the big city yet? Been downtown? Seen anybody?” And so forth. No one had asked what was on their minds, which was, “Are you nuts?”

Keith got a cold beer and took a break on the front porch. He stared at the lonely farm road and watched the fields and trees moving in the wind. Butterflies, bumblebees, and birds. Then a blue and white police cruiser came by. They came by once or twice a day, he figured, maybe more. It occurred to him that, if by some miracle Annie drove up, there could be a problem. He thought about getting word to her through her sister, but he felt foolish doing that and didn’t know quite what to say. Hi, I’m back and being watched by your husband. Stay away.

Obviously, her husband would also be watching her. But, most likely, she had no intention of stopping by, so why worry about it? Whatever was going to happen would happen. He’d spent too many years manipulating events, then worrying about his manipulations, then trying to discover if his manipulations were working, then doing damage control when things blew up, and so forth and so on. “Be alert, be on guard, be prepared. Do nothing.” Sounded like good advice. But he was getting itchy.

*     *     *


The following morning, Keith drove to Toledo and exchanged the Saab for a Chevy Blazer. The Blazer was dark green, like half the ones he’d seen around, and it blended well. The dealer secured Ohio plates for him, and Keith put his Washington plates under the seat. He had to send them back to where they came from, which was not the Bureau of Motor Vehicles.

Late in the afternoon, he started for home. By the time he reached the outskirts of Spencerville, it was dusk, and by the time he reached the farm, long purple shadows lay over the farmyard. He passed the mailbox and turned into the drive, then stopped. He backed up and saw that the red flag was up, which was odd because he’d gotten his mail that morning. He opened the mailbox and took out an unstamped envelope addressed simply “Keith.” There was no mistaking the handwriting.

He drove the Blazer around to the back of the house, so it couldn’t be seen, got out, and went inside. He put the envelope on the kitchen table, got a beer, put it back, and made himself a stiff Scotch and soda instead.

He sat at the table and sipped his drink, poured a little more Scotch into it, and did this a few times until he looked at the envelope again. “Well.”

He thought about things, about her: They’d had a monogamous and intense relationship for two years in high school, then four years of college, and they’d graduated Bowling Green State University together. Annie, a bright and enthusiastic student, chose to accept a fellowship at Ohio State. He, bored with school, restless, and in any case not in a financial position to do graduate work, chose not to apply to Ohio State. He did follow her to Columbus, but before the summer was over, he was swept  up in the draft as soon as the Spencerville draft board learned of his status.

Keith opened the envelope and read the first line. “Dear Keith, I heard you were back and living at your folks’ place.”

He looked out into the dark yard and listened to the locusts.

They had that summer together, a magic two months in Columbus, living in her new apartment, exploring the city and the university. In September, he had to go. He said he would return; she said she’d wait. But neither of those things happened, nor were they likely to happen in America in 1968.

Keith took a deep breath and focused again on the letter. He read, “The local gossip is that you’re staying awhile. True?”

Maybe. He poured a little more Scotch and thought back.

He’d gone to Fort Dix, New Jersey, for his basic and advanced training, then to Officer Candidate School at Fort Benning, Georgia, and within a year was commissioned a second lieutenant. Not bad for a farm kid. They wrote, often at first, then less frequently, of course, and the letters were not good. She found her monogamy hard to defend or justify and let him know she was seeing other men. He understood. He didn’t understand. He spent his pre-embarkation leave in Spencerville, not Columbus. They spoke on the phone. She was very busy with difficult classes. He was very anxious about going into a combat zone and really didn’t care about her classes. He asked her if she was seeing anyone at the moment. She was, but it was not serious. After about ten minutes of this, he  looked forward to combat. He said to her, “You’ve changed.” She replied, “We’ve all changed, Keith. Look around you.”

He said, “Well, I’ve got to go. Good luck in school.”

“Thanks. Take care, Keith. Home safe.”

“Yup.”

“Bye.”

“Bye.”

But they couldn’t hang up, and she said, “You understand, I’m making this easy for both of us.”

“I understand. Thanks.” He hung up.

They continued to write, neither of them able to comprehend that it was over.

Keith pushed the Scotch aside. The alcohol wasn’t working, his hands were trembling, and his mind was not getting pleasantly numb. He read, “Well, welcome home, Keith, and good luck.”

“Thank you, Annie.”

He’d served as an infantry platoon leader, saw too many dead people lying on the ground, fresh blood running, or bloating in the hot sun. He had no frame of reference for this, except the stockyards in Maumee. Very nice villages and farms were blown to hell, and sandbags and barbed wire were all over the place, and he’d wept for the farmers and their families. He’d completed his tour and returned to Spencerville on leave.

Keith wiped the sweat off his lip and focused on the letter, read it from the beginning, then read, “I’m leaving tomorrow to drive Wendy to school. She’s starting as a freshman at our old alma mater. Can’t wait to see it again. Be gone a week or so.”

He nodded and took a deep breath. 

He’d spent his thirty-day post-combat leave in Spencerville, and did mostly nothing but eat, drink, and take long rides. His mother suggested he drive to Columbus. Instead, he’d called. She was working on her doctorate by then. It was a very strained conversation, he recalled. He hadn’t asked her about other men, because he’d come to accept that. He’d had other women. It didn’t matter. But she’d changed in a more profound way in the last year. She’d become more politically active, and she had ambivalent feelings about a man in uniform and had given him a lecture on the war.

He was angry, she was cool; he barely controlled his anger, and she kept her tone frigid. He was about to hang up on her when she said, “I have to go,” and he realized she was crying, or close to it. He offered to come see her, she said that would be all right. But he did not go to Columbus, and she did not come to Spencerville, nor did they meet halfway.

Keith read the final lines of her letter. “My Aunt Louise still lives out by you, and next time I’m that way, I’ll stop and say hello. Take care. Annie.”

He put the letter in his pocket, stood, and went out the back door. The hot wind had died down, and it was cooler now. There was some sun left on the western horizon, but in the east he could see stars.

Keith went out to where the corn began and walked between the tall rows, a few hundred yards to a small hill that was thought to be an Indian burial mound. The rise was gentle and tillable, but no one in his family had ever planted there, and the Mullers were asked to do the same. Rye grass grew tall on the hill, and a single birch had  been planted or had taken root on its own near the top of the hill.

Keith stood beside the birch and looked out over the corn. He’d played here as a boy and come here to think as a young man.

Nor did they meet halfway. It was his pride, his ego, or whatever. He simply could not accept the fact that she’d been sexually involved with other men when they were supposed to be going together. But then again, he hadn’t proposed marriage, perhaps because he didn’t want to make her a young widow. It was the classic dilemma of wartime: to marry or not to marry? He couldn’t recall exactly what had transpired between them regarding this subject, but he was certain she’d remember.

He sat at the base of the birch tree and looked out at the stars. In Washington, he could barely see the stars, but here in the country, the night sky was breathtaking, mind-boggling. He stared up at the universe, picking out the constellations he knew, and remembered doing this with her.

After his post-Vietnam leave, he had less than a year of service remaining, but he’d decided to stay in a while longer, and requested and was accepted to Army Intelligence School in Fort Holabird, Maryland. This was an interesting field, and he actually enjoyed the work. He received orders for a second tour in the never-ending war, but this time as an intelligence analyst. He’d been promoted to captain, the pay was all right, the duty not bad. Better than combat, better than Spencerville, better than returning to a nation going crazy.

They stopped corresponding, but he heard she’d dropped out of the doctorate program and traveled to Europe, then returned to Spencerville for a cousin’s wedding. It was then, at the wedding, according to a friend who had been there, that she’d met Cliff Baxter. Apparently, they had a good time at or after the wedding, because they married a few months later. This was what he’d heard, anyway, but by that time, it was a subject he no longer wanted to be informed about.

Keith took the letter out of his pocket but couldn’t read it in the fading light. Nevertheless, he stared at it and recalled most of it. The sentences, the words, were innocuous, but as a product of everything that had come before, it was everything he wanted to hear. He knew what it took for her to write that letter, he knew there was an element of danger for her to put it in his mailbox and to say that she’d stop by. And the danger was not only physical in the form of Cliff Baxter but emotional as well. Neither of them needed another disappointment or a broken heart. But she’d decided to take a chance, to in fact take the lead, and he liked that.

Keith put the letter in his pocket and plucked at the grass around him.

After he heard she was married, he put her out of his mind. That lasted about a week, and against his better judgment, he wrote her a short note of congratulations, care of her parents. She wrote a shorter note thanking him for his good wishes and asked him not to write again, ever.

He had always thought, and perhaps she thought, that they’d somehow get together again. In truth, neither of them could have forgotten the other. For six years, they’d been friends, soulmates, and lovers, and had formed each other’s lives and personalities, shared the pains and happiness of growing up, and never imagined a life apart. But the world had finally intruded, and her letter made it clear that, indeed, it was now over between them, forever. But he never believed that.

After he was stationed in Europe, some months after her wedding, she wrote again, apologizing for the tone of her last letter, and suggested that writing was okay, but to please write care of her sister Terry in the next county.

He waited until he returned to the States, then wrote from Washington, saying little, except that he was back and would be at the Pentagon for a year or so. Thus began a two-decade-long correspondence, a few letters a year, updates, the births of her children, changes of address, his transfer to the Defense Department, her local news from Spencerville, his postings all over the world.

They had never exchanged photographs; neither had asked for a picture and neither had offered one. It was, Keith thought, as though they each wanted to hold on to the moving, living memory of the other, uncomplicated by a succession of rigid snapshots.

There had never been the hint of anything but an old and maturing friendship—well, perhaps once in a while, a letter written late at night with a line or two that could be taken as more than “Hello, how are you?” He wrote once from Italy, “I saw the Colosseum at night for the first time and wished you could have seen it, too.”

She wrote back, “I did see it, Keith, when I was in Europe, and funny, I had the same thought about you.”

But these types of letters were rare, and neither of them went too far out of bounds.

Whenever his address changed to some new, exotic locale, she wrote, “How I envy you all your traveling and  excitement. I always thought I’d be the one leading the adventurous life, and you’d wind up in Spencerville.”

He usually replied with words like, “How I envy you your stability, children, community.”

He’d never married, Annie never divorced, and Cliff Baxter did not conveniently die. Life went on, the world moved forward.

He was in Saigon on his third tour when the North Vietnamese arrived in 1975, and he took one of the last helicopters out. He wrote to Annie from Tokyo, “I knew this war was lost five years ago. What fools we’ve all been. Some of my staff have resigned. I’m considering the same.”

She replied, “When we played Highland, we were down 36–0 at the half. You went out there for the second half and played the best game I ever saw you play. We lost, but what do you remember best, the score or the game?”

Keith listened to a nightingale in the far-off tree line, then looked out at the Mullers’ farmhouse. The kitchen was lit, and dinner was probably being served. He supposed that he’d played a more interesting game than the Mullers, but at the end of the day, they gathered together for dinner. He honestly missed having children, but in some odd way, he was happy that Annie did. He closed his eyes and listened to the night.

He’d almost married, twice in fact, during the next five or six years; once to a colleague he served with in Moscow, once to a neighbor in Georgetown. Each time, he broke it off, knowing he wasn’t ready. In fact, he was never going to be ready, and he knew it.

He decided that the letters had to stop, but he couldn’t  make the break completely. Instead, he let months go by before answering her, and his letters were always short and remote.

She never commented on the change in tone, or the infrequency of his letters, but went on writing her two or three pages of news, and once in a while, reminisced. Eventually, though, she followed his lead, and they wrote less frequently, and by the mid-eighties, it seemed as though the letter relationship had ended, except for Christmas cards and birthday cards.

He had returned to Spencerville now and then, of course, but he never told her in advance, intending each time to see her when he was there, but he never did.

Sometime around 1985, she’d written to him after one of his visits, “I heard you were in town for your aunt’s funeral, but by then you’d left. I would have liked to have a cup of coffee with you, but maybe not. Before I found out for sure you’d left, I was a nervous wreck thinking you were in town. After I was sure you’d gone, I felt relieved. What a coward I am.”

He had replied, “I am afraid I’m the coward. I’d rather go into combat again than run into you on the street. I did drive past your house. I remember when old Mrs. Wallace lived there. You’ve done a nice job restoring it. The flowers are very nice. I felt very happy for you.” He’d added, “Our lives took different paths in 1968, and those paths cannot cross again. For us to meet again would mean leaving our paths and traveling into dangerous territory. When I’m in Spencerville, I’m just passing through, and I intend to do no harm while I’m there. If, on the other hand, you ever find yourself in  Washington, I’d be happy to have that cup of coffee with you. I’m leaving in two months for London.”

She did not reply immediately, but wrote him in London, and never mentioned the last exchange of letters, but he remembered her reply. She’d written, “My son, Tom, played his first football game on Saturday, and I thought of the first time I sat in the stadium and saw you come onto the field in uniform. You don’t have all these familiar places and things around you, but I do, and sometimes something like a football game makes me remember, and I get teary. Sorry.”

He’d replied immediately, and without any pretense at being cool, wrote, “No, I don’t have those familiar places and things around to remind me of you, but whenever I’m very lonely or frightened, I think of you.”

After that, their correspondence increased, but more to the point, it had taken on a more intimate tone. They were not kids anymore, but were approaching middle age, with all that implied. She wrote to him, “I can’t imagine not seeing you one more time.”

He’d replied, “I promise you, God willing, we’ll meet again.”

Apparently, God was willing.

Yet the last six years or so had passed without that promised meeting, and perhaps he was waiting for something to happen, something like a divorce, or her falling ill. But nothing of the sort happened. His parents moved from Spencerville, and he had no reason to return.

The Berlin Wall fell in 1989, and he was there to see it, then he was posted again to Moscow and witnessed the attempted coup of August 1991. He was at the very top of his career and was helping to make policy in Washington.  His name was mentioned in the newspapers now and then, and he felt somewhat fulfilled professionally; but personally, he knew very well there was something missing.

The euphoria of the late 1980s became the letdown of the early ’90s. There was a Churchill paraphrase that had been making the rounds among his colleagues—The war of the giants is over, the wars of the pygmies have begun. Needing fewer people for the wars of the pygmies, his colleagues were being told to go home, and finally he, too, was asked to leave, and here he was.

Keith opened his eyes and stood. “Here I am.”

He looked around at the burial mound and, for the first time, made the connection between this mound and the similar burial mounds he’d seen in Vietnam. The burial mounds being the only high terrain in otherwise flat wet rice paddies, his platoon would often dig into them for night defensive positions. This was desecration, of course, but good tactics. Once, an old Buddhist monk had come up to him while his platoon was digging and said to him, “May you live in interesting times.” Young Lieutenant Landry had taken it as a blessing of some sort, and only afterward learned that it was an ancient curse. And much afterward, he came to understand it.

The sun had set, but the moon illuminated the fields as far as he could see. It was quiet here, and the air smelled of good earth and crops. It was one of those beautiful evenings that would stick in your mind for years afterward.

He came down from the mound and walked between the rows of corn. He remembered the first time his father had planted forty acres of corn as a test crop, and, as the  corn started to get higher, Keith had been fascinated with it. It formed an incredible maze, acres of high green walls, an enchanted world for him and his friends. They played hide-and-seek, they made up new games, they spent hours getting lost and pretending that there was some danger lurking in the maze. The fields were deliciously scary at night, and they often slept out under the stars, between the rows, armed with BB guns, posting guards through the night, getting themselves worked up into a state of pure terror.

We were all little infantrymen in training, he thought. He didn’t know if that was biological or perhaps a cultural memory from the days when this place had been the western frontier. Lacking any real danger, we had to create one, we resurrected long-dead Indians, transported wild beasts to the cornfields, and imagined bogeymen. Then, when the real thing came along—the war—most of us were ready. That was what had really happened to him and Annie in 1968. He knew he could have gone to graduate school with her, they could have married and had kids and roughed it together like so many of their college friends. But he was already programmed for something else, and she understood that. She let him go because she knew he needed to go slay dragons for a while. What happened afterward was a series of missed opportunities, male ego, female reserve, failures to communicate, and just plain bad luck and bad timing. Truly, we were star-crossed lovers. 

 

 

 
CHAPTER NINE

It rained all day, and it was not one of those summer storms from the west or southwest that came and went. It was a cold, steady rain from over Lake Erie, a taste of autumn. The rain was welcome because the corn was not ready and wouldn’t be until sometime between Halloween and Thanksgiving. Keith thought if he was still around then, he’d offer the Mullers and the Jenkinses a hand with their harvests. The machinery did most of the work these days, but an able-bodied man who sat around during the harvest was still thought of as a slothful sinner, predestined for hell. People who pitched in, on the other hand, were quite obviously among the saved. Keith had a little trouble with Protestant predestination and suspected that most of his neighbors, except for the Amish, weren’t too sure about it themselves anymore. But to play it safe, most people acted like they were among the saved, and, in any case, Keith wanted to bring in a harvest again.

There was some work to do in the house, so he didn’t mind the rain. He had a list of handyman chores—plumbing, electric, ripped screens, things that were too loose and things that were too tight. His father had left the entire workshop in the cellar, complete with tools and hardware.

Keith found he enjoyed the small chores, which gave him a sense of accomplishment that he hadn’t felt in some time.

He began the task of changing all the rubber washers in all the faucets in the house. This may not have been what other former senior intelligence officers were doing at the moment, but it was just mindless enough to give him time to think.

The week had passed without incident, and Keith noticed that the police cars had stopped cruising past his house. This coincided with Annie’s absence, and for all he knew, Cliff Baxter had gone to Bowling Green as well, though he doubted it. He doubted it because he understood a man like Baxter. Not only would Cliff Baxter be an anti-intellectual in the worst tradition of small-town America, but on a personal level Baxter would not go to a place where his wife had spent four happy years, premarriage.

Another type of man might be secure in the knowledge that his wife had only one lover in four years of college and hadn’t screwed the entire football team. But Cliff Baxter probably considered his wife’s premarital sex as something he should be pissed off about. Surely, the woman had no life before Mr. Wonderful.

Keith had given some thought to driving to Bowling Green. What better place to run into each other? But she said she’d stop by when she returned. And there was still the possibility that Cliff Baxter had gone with her, to keep an eye on her and to be certain she was miserable while showing their daughter around the town and university. Keith could only imagine what kind of discussions had taken place in the Baxter house when Wendy Baxter announced she’d applied to and been accepted by her mother’s alma mater.

Keith understood, too, that now with both son and daughter away at school, Annie Baxter had to do some thinking. Annie had hinted as much in one of her recent letters, but referred only to “making some decisions about finishing my doctorate, or getting a full-time paying job, or doing things I’ve been putting off too long.”

Maybe, Keith thought, there was some preordained destiny at work, as Pastor Wilkes had preached, and life was not the chaos it seemed. After all, hadn’t Keith Landry’s arrival in Spencerville coincided with Annie Baxter’s newly empty nest? But this confluence of events was not totally serendipitous; Keith knew from Annie’s letters that Wendy was going away to college, which may have subconsciously influenced his decision to return. On the other hand, his forced retirement could have occurred two or three years ago, or two or three years from now. But more important, he was ready to change his life, and, by the tone of her recent letters, she was long overdue. So coincidence, subconscious planning, or miracle? No doubt a little of each.

He was torn between action and inaction, between waiting and doing. His Army training had taught him to act, his intelligence training had taught him patience. “There is a time to sow and a time to reap,” said his Sunday school teacher. One of his intelligence school instructors had added, “Miss either of those times and you’re fucked.”

“Amen.” 

Keith finished the last faucet and paused to wash his hands in the kitchen sink.

He’d accepted an invitation to attend a Labor Day barbecue at his Aunt Betty’s house a few miles away. The weather had been good, the steaks were terrific, the salads were all homemade, and the sweet corn, which ripened long before the field corn, was fresh off the stalk.

About twenty people had shown up, and Keith knew most of them or knew of them. Men his own age, not yet fifty, looked old, and this gave him a scare. There were a good number of kids there, too, and the teenage boys seemed interested in his having lived in Washington, and they all wanted to know if he’d ever been to New York. His years of living in Paris, London, Rome, Moscow, and elsewhere in the world were so far removed from their frame of reference that no one seemed curious about those places. Regarding his job, most everyone had heard his parents say that Keith was in the diplomatic corps. Not everyone understood precisely what this meant, but neither would they have understood his last job with the National Security Council; in truth, after over twenty years with Army Intelligence, the Defense Intelligence Agency, and the NSC, Keith himself understood less of his job description with each transfer and promotion. When he’d been an operative, a spy, it was all crystal-clear. Further up the ladder, it got foggy. He’d sat at White House conferences with people from the Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board, the Central Intelligence Agency, the Bureau of Intelligence and Research, the Net Assessments Group, the National Security Agency—not to be confused with the National Security Council—and ten other intelligence groups, including his former employers, the Defense Intelligence Agency. In the world of intelligence, overlap equaled maximum security. How could fifteen or twenty different agencies and subagencies completely miss something important? Easy.

The waters may have been muddy in the 1970s and ’80s, but at least they were all running in the same direction. After about 1990, things got not only muddier but stagnant. Keith supposed that he’d been saved about five years of confused embarrassment. His last assignment had been on a committee that was seriously considering implementing a secret pension plan for former high-ranking KGB officials. One of his colleagues described it as “a sort of Marshall Plan for our former enemies.” Only in America.

Anyway, the Labor Day barbecue ended with a twilight baseball game on a jerry-built diamond in Aunt Betty’s yard. Keith had a better time than he thought he would.

The only real awkwardness was as a result of the presence of three unattached women: a third cousin, Sally, unmarried at thirty years old and a hundred and seventy pounds or so, but sweet, and two divorced women, Jenny, with two children, and the unfortunately named Anne, no children, both in their late thirties, both nice-looking. He had the distinct impression they weren’t there for the homemade salads.

In truth, Jenny was cute, tomboyish, played a good game of baseball, and was terrific with the kids. Kids and dogs were often better judges of character than peers were, as Keith had learned.

Jenny had informed him that she did light housecleaning to make extra money and to call her if he needed help.  He told her he would. In fact, around these parts, a man in his forties who’d never been married was cause for some concern, as well as the subject of speculation regarding his adequacy or orientation. Keith had no idea of what Jenny thought in this regard, but he gave her credit for wanting to find out.

In some odd way, however, since he’d returned, Keith felt he was supposed to be faithful to Annie Baxter. He had no problem with this and wouldn’t have had it any other way. On the other hand, he felt it was prudent to show some interest in other women lest people start thinking about Keith Landry and Annie Baxter. So he’d taken Jenny’s phone number, thanked his aunt, said his good-byes, and left them to their speculations. He’d had a nice Labor Day.

Keith was about to go up to the attic when the front doorbell rang. He looked out the window and saw an unfamiliar car, a gray compact of some sort. He went to the door and opened it. A middle-aged man with a drooping mustache stood on the porch, a folded umbrella in his hand. He was slightly built, wore wire-rim glasses, and had a fringe of long brown hair around a bald pate. The man said, “The war was obscene and immoral, but I’m sorry I called you a baby killer.”

Keith smiled in recognition of the voice. “Hello, Jeffrey.”

“Heard you were back. Never too late to apologize.” He put out his hand, and Keith took it.

Keith said, “Come on in.”

Jeffrey Porter took off his raincoat and hung it on the peg in the big foyer. He said, “Where do we start after all these years?” 

“We start by me saying you’re bald.”

“But not fat.”

“No, not fat. Left-wing, Bolshevik, bed-wetting comsymps are always skinny.”

Jeffrey laughed. “I haven’t heard those sweet words in two decades.”

“Well, you came to the right place, pinko.”

They both laughed and belatedly embraced. Jeffrey said, “You look good, Keith.”

“Thanks. Let’s get a few beers.”

They went into the kitchen and filled a cooler with beer, then carried it out to the front porch and sat in rockers, watching the rain, drinking, each thinking his own thoughts. Finally, Jeffrey said, “Where have the years gone, Keith? Is that a trite thing to say?”

“Well, it is and isn’t. It’s a good question, and we both know too well where they went.”

“Yes. Hey, I really was a little rough on you back there.”

“We were all a little rough on one another back there,” Keith replied. “We were young, we had passion and convictions. We had all the answers.”

“We didn’t know shit,” said Jeffrey, and popped open another beer. He said, “You were the only guy in high school and at Bowling Green who I thought was nearly as smart as me.”

“Smart as I. Actually smarter.”

“Anyway, that’s why I was so pissed that you were such an idiot.”

“And I never understood how a smart guy like you bought the whole line of radical bullshit without thinking for yourself.” 

“I never bought it all, Keith, but I mouthed it.”

“Scary. I’ve seen whole countries like that.”

“Yeah. But you bought the whole line of patriotic flag-waving shit without much thought.”

“I’ve learned better since then. How about you?”

Jeffrey nodded. “I learned a lot. Hey, enough politics. We’ll wind up having another fistfight. What’s the story? Why are you here?”

“Well, I got sacked.”

“From where? You still with the Army?”

“No.”

“Then who sacked you?”

“The government.”

Jeffrey glanced at him, and they fell into silence.

Keith watched the rain falling in the fields. There was something very special about watching the rain from a big open porch, and he’d missed this.

Jeffrey asked, “You married?”

“Nope. You ever marry that girl…? The hippie with hair down to her ass that you met in our senior year?”

“Gail. Yes, we got married. Still married.”

“Good for you. Kids?”

“No, too many people in the world. We’re doing our part.”

“Me, too. Where’re you living?”

“Here. Moved back about two years ago as a matter of fact. We stayed at Bowling Green for a few years.”

“I heard. Then what?”

“Well, we both got fellowships at Antioch, and we both got tenured and taught there until we retired.”

“I think if I’d spent one more year on or around a campus I’d have blown my brains out.” 

“It’s not for everyone,” Jeffrey conceded. “Neither is the government.”

“Right.”

“Hey, have you seen Annie since you’ve been back?”

“No.” Keith opened another beer.

Jeffrey watched his old friend and classmate, and Keith was aware of the eyes on him. Finally, Jeffrey said. “You can’t still be messed up about that, can you?”

“No.”

“I’ve run into her a few times. I keep asking if she’s heard from you, and she says she never had. Funny how we were all so close… those were the days, my friend we thought they’d never end…”

“We knew they would.”

Jeffrey nodded. He said, “I’ve asked her to stop by and have a drink with Gail and me, but she keeps putting me off. I was hurt at first, but then I got to know a little about her husband. He’s the fuzz-führer—you know that? Anyway, I saw them at some hospital charity thing at the Elks Lodge once, and Annie was charming, like Annie can be, and this Nazi of a husband was watching her like he was about to make a drug bust—you know what I mean? This Neanderthal was getting himself worked up because she was talking to men—married guys, for Christ sake, doctors, lawyers, and such. She wasn’t doing anything really, and he should have been thrilled that his better half was working the room—God knows, he needs all the good public relations he can get. Anyway, he takes her by the arm, and they leave. Just like that. Hey, I may be a socialist and an egalitarian, but I’m also a fucking snob, and when I see a well-bred, college-educated woman putting up with that shit from—where you going?” 

“Bathroom.”

Keith went into the bathroom and washed his face. He looked in the mirror. Truly, he’d been blessed with the right genes and didn’t look much different than his pictures from college. Jeffrey, on the other hand, was barely recognizable. He wondered how Annie looked. Jeffrey would know, but Keith wasn’t about to ask him. Anyway, it made no difference what she looked like. He returned to the porch and sat. “How’d you know I was back?”

“Oh… Gail heard it from somebody. Can’t remember who.” Jeffrey went back to the other subject. “She looks good.”

“Gail?”

“Annie.” Jeffrey chuckled and said, “I’d encourage you to give it a go, Keith, but that bastard will kill you.” He added, “He knows he got lucky, and he’s not about to lose her.”

“So, Antioch, home of the politically correct crowd. You fit right in there.”

“Well… I guess I did. Gail and I had some good years there. We organized protests, strikes, trashed the Army recruiting station in town. Beautiful.”

Keith laughed. “Terrific. I’m getting my ass shot off, and you’re scaring away my replacement.”

Jeffrey laughed, too. “It was a moment in time. I wish you could have been with us. Christ, we smoked enough pot to stone a herd of elephants, we screwed with half the graduate students and faculty, we—”

“You mean you screwed other people?”

“Sure. You missed the whole thing fucking around in the jungle.” 

“But… hey, I’m just a farm boy… were you guys married?”

“Yeah, sort of. Well, yeah, we had to for a lot of reasons—housing, benefits, that kind of thing. It was a real cop-out—remember that expression? But we believed in free love. Gail still claims she coined the expression ‘Make love, not war.’ Nineteen sixty-four, she says. It came to her in a dream. Probably drug-induced.”

“Get a copyright attorney.”

“Yeah. Anyway, we rejected all middle-class bourgeois values and sentiments, we turned our backs on religion, patriotism, parents, and all that.” He leaned toward Keith and said, “Basically, we were fucked-up but happy, and we believed. Not all of it, but enough of it. We really hated the war. Really.”

“Yeah. I didn’t think much of it either.”

“Come on, Keith. Don’t lie to yourself.”

“It wasn’t political for me. Just a Huckleberry Finn thing with guns and artillery.”

“People died.”

“Indeed they did, Jeffrey. I still weep for them. Do you?”

“No, but I never wanted them to die in the first place.” He punched Keith in the arm. “Hey, let’s forget it. No one gives a shit anymore.”

“I guess not.”

They each had another beer and rocked. Keith thought that in twenty years they’d have lap blankets, drink apple juice, and talk about their health and their childhood. The years in between the beginning and the end, the years of sex, passion, women, politics, and struggle, would be fuzzy and nearly forgotten. But he hoped not. 

Keith said, “How many of us from Spencerville were at Bowling Green? Me, you, Annie, that weird kid who was older than us… Jake, right?”

“Right. He went out to California. Never heard from him again. There was that girl, Barbara Evans, quite a looker. Went to New York and married some guy with money. I saw her at the twentieth class reunion.”

“Spencerville High or Bowling Green?”

“Bowling Green. I never went to a high school reunion. Did you?”

“No.”

“We just missed one this summer. Hey, I’ll go next year if you do.”

“You’re on.”

Jeffrey continued, “There was another guy from our high school at Bowling Green. Jed Powell, two years younger than us. Remember him?”

“Sure. His folks owned that little dime store in town. How’s he doing?”

“He got a head wound in Vietnam. Came back here, had a few bad years, and died. My parents and his were close. Gail and I went to the funeral and handed out antiwar literature. Shitty thing to do.”

“Maybe.”

“You getting mellow or drunk?”

“Both.”

“Me, too,” said Jeffrey.

They sat awhile and caught up on family, then reminisced a little about Spencerville and Bowling Green. They told stories and recollected old friends, dragged up from the basement of time.

It was getting dark now, and the rain still fell. Keith  said, “Nearly everyone I knew sat on this porch at one time or another.”

“You know, Keith, we’re not even old, and I feel like we’re surrounded by ghosts.”

“I know what you mean. Maybe we shouldn’t have come back here, Jeffrey. Why’d you come back?”

“I don’t know. It’s cheaper than Antioch. We’re not financially comfortable. We forgot about money in our zeal to produce little radicals.” He laughed. “I should have bought defense stocks.”

“Not a good investment at the moment. You working?”

“Tutoring high school kids. So’s Gail. She’s also on the city council for a dollar a year.”

“No kidding? Who the hell voted for a pinko?”

“Her opponent was caught in a men’s room.”

Keith smiled. “What a choice for Spencerville.”

“Yeah. She’ll be out of office in November. Baxter’s got it in for her.”

“I don’t wonder.”

“Hey, watch that guy, Keith. He’s dangerous.”

“I obey the law.”

“Don’t matter, my friend. The guy’s sick.”

“Then do something about it.”

“We’re trying.”

“Trying? Aren’t you the guy who tried to topple the United States government once?”

“That was easier.” He laughed. “That was then.”

Moths beat against the screened windows of the house, and the rockers creaked. Keith popped open the last two beers and handed one to Jeffrey. “I don’t understand why you both left cushy teaching jobs.”

“Well… it got weird.” 

“What got weird?”

“Everything. Gail taught sociology, and I taught Marx, Engels, and other dead white European males who are now dead for sure. I sat there in my ivory tower, you know, and I couldn’t see what was going on in the real world. The collapse of communism sort of caught me by surprise.”

“Me, too. And I got paid to avoid surprises.”

“Did you? You some kind of spy?”

“Go on. Your heroes had feet of clay. Then what?”

He smiled. “Yeah, so I didn’t know if I should rewrite my lectures or rethink my life.”

“I hear you.”

“Anyway, my classes were not well attended, and whereas I was once in the vanguard of social thought, I found myself bringing up the rear. Christ, I couldn’t even get laid anymore. I mean, maybe I’m getting too old for the undergraduate women, but… it’s more a head thing than physical. You know? Also, they’ve got these rules now, whole pages of rules on sexual conduct… Jesus Christ, they tell you you’ve got to get a verbal go each step of the way—Can I unbutton your blouse? Can I undo your bra? Can I feel your breast?” He laughed. “No joke. Can you imagine that when we were undergrads. Christ, we just got high and fucked. Well, you didn’t, but… anyway, Gail got a little behind the times, too. Her potential students all signed up for Feminist Studies, Afro-American History, Amerindian Philosophy, New Age Capitalism, and stuff like that. No one takes straight sociology anymore. She felt… sort of establishment. Jesus Christ, has the country changed, or what?” 

“Antioch might not be representative of the country, Jeffrey.”

“I guess not. But, jeez, there’s nothing as pathetic as an old revolutionary who doesn’t get it anymore. The revolution always eats its own. I knew that thirty years ago. I just didn’t expect to be on the take-out menu so soon.”

“They sack you?”

“No. They don’t do that. Gail and I just woke up one morning and made a decision. We quit on principle. Stupid.”

“No. Smart. Good. I can’t say the same for myself. I wish I would have done what you did. But I got axed.”

“Why? Cutbacks?”

“Yup. The price of victory is unemployment. Ironic.”

“Yeah, well, but you won. Now I can’t look forward to a socialist paradise on earth.” He finished his beer and crushed the can. “Politics suck. They divide people.”

“I told you that.” Keith sat silent for a while and thought about what Jeffrey had said. He and his childhood friend had lived different lives and believed in different things, and apparently had nothing in common by their senior year in college. In reality, they had more in common than they knew.

They’d been little boys together, they’d played in the same schoolyard, and left for the same college the same day. Each considered himself an honest man and perhaps an idealist, and each probably believed he was doing the best he could for humanity. They’d served in different armies while others stood aside. But, in the end, they’d each been misled, used, and abused by different systems. Yet here they were, old Spencerville boys, sharing too many beers on the front porch. Keith said to Jeffrey,  “We’ve both been left in the scrap heap of history, my friend. We’re useless relics who both lost the war.”

Jeffrey nodded. “Yeah. Can we get the next thirty years right?”

“Probably not. But we’re not going to make the same mistakes.”

“No, but the past clings to us, Keith. Word got out that Gail and I are Reds, which isn’t really true, but it hasn’t helped the tutoring business. I mean, what are we supposed to do? Join a church? Go to Fourth of July picnics dressed in red, white, and blue? Register as Republicans?”

“God forbid.”

“Right. We’re still radicals. Can’t help it.”

“No, and you love it. That’s why you’re here. Your act was yesterday’s news in Antioch. Here, you’re weird and dangerous.”

Jeffrey slapped his knee. “Right! This place is in a time warp. I love it.” He looked at Keith. “And you? Do you know why you’re here?”

“I think so.”

“Why?”

“Well… I’m a burned-out cynic. I don’t think they even understand cynicism here, so I’m here to get well again.”

“Yeah. Cynicism is humor in ill-health. H. G. Wells. I hope you get better.”

“Me, too.”

“Maybe I can get cured of my idealism. You know what an idealist is? That’s a man who notices that a rose smells better than a cabbage, so he thinks the rose will make a better soup. That’s my problem. That’s why I’m  broke, out of work, and a social outcast. But I’m not cynical. There’s hope.”

“God bless you. Can I say that to an atheist?”

“Anytime. You join a church yet?”

“No.”

“You should.”

“Is that you, Jeffrey?”

“Yeah… I saw the power of religion in Poland, in Russia… I don’t agree with any of it, but I’ve seen what it can do for troubled minds. You need a dose.”

“Maybe.”

Jeffrey stood unsteadily. “Hey, I’ve got to go, buddy. Dinner’s on. Come over tomorrow and have dinner with us. Gail wants to see you. We’re still vegetarians, but you can bring your own pig or something. We have wine and beer. We do drink.”

“I see that.” Keith stood, also unsteadily. “What time?”

“Who cares? Six, seven. Also, I’ve got a stash.” Jeffrey moved to the steps and steadied himself on the porch column. He said, “Hey, you want to bring a friend? Lady type?”

“No.”

“What’re you doing for sex? Don’t choke the chicken. This town’s full of divorced women. They’d love a piece of you.”

“Can you drive?”

“Sure. It’s a straight run. We’re renting a farmhouse and a few acres for organic vegetables. Two miles up the road. The old Bauer place.”

“Let me drive you.”

“No… if I get stopped, I can put the fix in through Gail. If you get stopped, they’ll nail your ass.” 

“Why do you say that?”

Jeffrey moved back toward Keith and put his arm on Keith’s shoulder. He said softly, “That’s what I came to tell you… even if we didn’t get along, I was going to tell you. Gail has a source close to the police… actually in police headquarters, but forget that. And the word is that Baxter is after your ass, and I guess we both know why. You be damned careful, buddy.”

“Thanks.”

Jeffrey hesitated, then said, “I don’t know if you and she have been in contact, but I have this feeling that you two… what am I trying to say? I could never picture you two separate… whenever I see Annie, I think of Keith, and when I saw you here, I thought of Annie, like you should have come to the door together like you always did in Bowling Green… Christ, I’m babbling.” He turned and walked down the porch steps and through the rain without his umbrella, got into the car, and left.

Keith watched the taillights disappear on the dark, rainy road. 

 

 

 
CHAPTER TEN

T he following morning dawned clear, and Keith wanted to work around the farm, but everything was wet from the rain, so he put on clean jeans and a new short-sleeve shirt and went into town to take care of some business.

He was tempted to drive past the Baxter house, but the police might have discovered his new car by now. In any case, there was no reason to see if she was back or not; in her own time, she’d drive out to her Aunt Louise and stop by to see him.

He drove into the center of town and found a parking place near the state liquor store. He went inside and looked over the selection of wines, which ran toward domestic brands whose labels didn’t ring a bell. He recalled that Jeffrey and Gail, like everyone else they knew at Bowling Green, drank cheap, sweet wine that today they’d deny ever having heard of. Nevertheless, as a joke, Keith found a bottle of apple wine and a bottle of something called grape wine, which was actually grape juice and alcohol, manufactured locally. He also found a decent bottle of real Italian Chianti, which would also bring back memories. 

He paid for the wine, went back to the Blazer, and put the bottles in the rear compartment. He took his Washington license plates, which were in an addressed manila envelope, and walked toward the post office on the west side of Courthouse Square.

The post office was one of those old Federalist buildings with classical columns, and, as a boy, Keith had always been awed by the place. He’d once asked his father if the Romans had built it, and he’d been assured that they had. His sense of history was a little better now, and he smiled at the memory, then understood what Annie meant when she’d written about memories. He recalled accompanying her several times to the post office to buy stamps and to mail letters.

There was no line at one of the windows, and he took the envelope to the clerk, where it was weighed and stamped. Keith requested return receipt and was filling out the tag when he heard the clerk a few windows away say, “You have a good day, Mrs. Baxter.”

He turned to his right and saw a woman with shoulder-length auburn hair, wearing a simple pink and white cotton summer dress, walking toward the door. She left.

He stood motionless a moment, and the clerk said to him, “Finished?”

“Yes. No… forget it.” He crumpled the form and left quickly.

On the steps, he looked up and down the sidewalk but didn’t see her, then spotted her with three other women walking toward the corner. He hesitated, then bounded down the steps and followed.

His mental image of Annie was of how she looked twenty-five years before, the last time he’d seen her on  the day he left to report for induction. They’d made love in her apartment in Columbus, and at dawn he’d kissed her and left. Now, in her mid-forties, her figure was still youthful, and she walked with the same girlish jaunt he remembered. She was laughing and joking with her friends, and he couldn’t get a good look at her face, except in brief profile as she turned to talk.

Keith found that his heart was beating rapidly, and he stopped and watched the four women. They paused at the corner and waited for the light to change. Keith took a step forward, hesitated, took another step, then stopped again. Go, you idiot. Go.

The light turned, and the four women stepped off the curb into the crosswalk. Keith stood watching them. Then Annie said something to her friends, and the three of them continued without her toward the courthouse park. Annie stood motionless a moment, then turned and walked directly toward him.

She smiled and put out her hand. “Hello, Keith. Long time.”

He took her hand. “Hello, Annie.”

“I’m flustered,” she said.

“You look fine. I’m about to faint.”

She smiled. “I doubt it.” She took a step back. “Let’s look at you. You haven’t aged a day.”

“I’ve aged twenty-five years. You look very good.”

“Thank you, sir.”

They made eye contact and held it. Her eyes were as big and sparkly as ever, he noticed, and she still wore the same pale pink lipstick he remembered. Her skin had a healthy glow, but he was surprised she wasn’t tan, because she used to love the sun. There were a few wrinkles, of course, but they gave her otherwise girlish face a little maturity. She had been pretty then; she was beautiful now.

He fished around for some words, then said, “So… I got your letter. In my mailbox.”

“Good.”

“How was Bowling Green?”

“It was… nice. Sad.”

“I was going to… I didn’t know if you went alone, or…”

“Yes, I did. My daughter and I.” She added, “I looked for you there. Well, not physically, but, you know…”

He nodded, then looked at her. “Do you believe this?”

“No. I’m dreaming.”

“I’m… I can’t find the words…”

She looked around. “Another minute or so, then I have to go.”

“I understand.”

“I sent you a letter. It was returned. I thought you were dead.”

“No… I mean, I didn’t leave a forwarding address at the office…”

“Well, I was upset for days.” She cleared her throat and said, “Lost my pen pal.”

He was surprised when he noticed that her eyes were moist, and he wanted to offer her a handkerchief, but knew he shouldn’t. She took a tissue from her purse and pretended to pat her face but wiped her eyes. “So…” She took a deep breath. “So, how long are you here for?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why did you come back?” 

He considered several evasive replies, then said, “To see you.”

He saw she was biting her lower lip, and she was looking at the ground, clearly about to cry.

Keith didn’t feel in complete control either, so he didn’t speak.

Finally, she looked up at him and said, “You could have seen me anytime you were here.”

“No, I couldn’t, Annie. But now I can.”

“God… I don’t know what to say… I mean… do you… are you still…?”

“Yes.”

She dabbed at her eyes again, then glanced across at the park where her friends were at the ice cream vendor’s truck, looking at her and Keith. She said to him, “I have about thirty seconds before I’m doing something wrong.”

He forced a smile. “It’s still a small town, isn’t it?”

“Real small.”

He said, “I want you to know that your letters got me through some rough times.”

“Same here. I have to go.”

“When can we have that cup of coffee?”

She smiled. “I’ll drive out to your place. When I go to see my aunt. But I don’t know when I can do that.”

“I’m usually home.”

“I know that.”

He said, “Your husband—”

“I know that, too. I know when to come.”

“Okay.”

She extended her hand, and he took it. Keith said with a smile, “In Europe, Washington, or New York, we’d kiss goodbye.” 

“In Spencerville, we just say, ‘You have a real nice day now, Mr. Landry. Real good seeing you again.’” She squeezed his hand and turned away.

Keith watched her cross the street and noticed the three women taking it all in.

He stood a moment, not remembering where he was, where his car was, or what he was supposed to do next.

He found he had a lump in his throat and kept glancing at the park across the street, but they were gone now. He wanted to go find her and take her arm and tell her friends, “Excuse me, we’re in love, and we’re leaving.”

But maybe she needed some time to think about it. Maybe she didn’t like what she saw. He thought about the conversation, replayed it so he wouldn’t forget it, and tried to remember the look on her face and thought about what he’d seen in her eyes.

From what he’d gathered, she’d had a bad time of things, but you couldn’t tell by her eyes, or her face, or her walk. Some people showed every scar, every disappointment, every sorrow. Annie Prentis was the eternal optimist, happy, perky, and unbowed by life.

He, on the other hand, had done well in life, and perhaps he didn’t look burned-out, but he carried in his heart every sorrow, disappointment, and human tragedy he’d ever seen or experienced.

It didn’t do any good to wonder about how life might have been if they’d married and had children. It would have been fine. They always said that they were made exclusively for each other. It was more important now to see if it was really possible to pick up where they’d left off. The cynic in him said no. The young Keith Landry,  the one who had loved completely and unconditionally, said yes.

He found his car, got inside, and started it. He was vaguely aware that he had a list of errands to do, but he started for home.

As he drove, he remembered that day, twenty-five years ago, in her bedroom in Columbus. Dawn was breaking, and he’d been awake and dressed for hours. He’d sat looking at her sleeping naked on her back in the warm room, the unforgettable profile of her face and body, her long hair tumbling onto the pillow.

Certainly, he’d known that it would be a long time before they would see each other again. But it never occurred to him that a quarter century would pass and that the world they knew would have vanished so completely. Sitting in her bedroom, he’d thought briefly about the war in Asia, about the possibility that he would die, but it all seemed too remote then. They were small-town kids who’d had four idyllic years of college, and this two-year Army hitch was just a bump on the road. His only concern was that, after being inseparable in high school and college, she’d be lonely without him.

He’d finished his training at Fort Dix, but, instead of getting leave time, his training battalion had been given a crash course in riot control and sent to Philadelphia because of antiwar protests that had turned ugly. Again the world had intruded, as it did in time of war, but it was a new experience for him.

He’d managed to call her from a pay phone, but she wasn’t in her apartment, and there were no answering machines in those days. He’d had a second brief opportunity to call, late at night, but her line was busy. He’d finally written her, but it took a few weeks before her reply found him back at Fort Dix. Communication was not easy in those days, and it became more difficult in a larger sense in the following months.

Keith found himself at the farm and turned into the drive that led to the house. He pulled the Blazer around the back near the garden and sat at the wheel.

He wanted to tell himself that everything would be all right now, that love conquers all. He thought he knew how he felt about her, but, aside from the memories and the letters and now seeing her, he didn’t know her. And how did she feel about him? And what were they going to do about it? And what was her husband going to do about it? 

 

 

 
CHAPTER ELEVEN

It was seven P.M. when Keith Landry pulled up to Gail and Jeffrey Porter’s place, the old Bauer farm. The evenings were getting shorter and cooler, and the sky was that deep purple and magenta that Keith associated with the end of summer.

The farmhouse, a white clapboard building in need of paint, sat near the road.

Gail came out the front door and across the crabgrass lawn and met him as he climbed out of the Blazer with the wine bottles and Jeffrey’s umbrella. She hugged and kissed him and said, “Keith Landry, you look terrific.”

He replied, “I’m the delivery boy, ma’am. But you look pretty good yourself, and you kiss good.”

She laughed. “Still the same.”

“We wish.” Actually, he’d only known her in their senior year when Jeffrey started seeing her, and he barely remembered what she looked like, because she had looked like a lot of thin-faced, lithe-bodied, granny-glassed, long-haired, no-makeup, peasant-dressed, barefoot girls of the time. In fact, she was still wearing a peasant dress, probably an original, her hair was still long, and she was  indeed barefoot. Keith wondered if he was supposed to dress sixties for the occasion. She was still thin, too, and still braless, as he saw by the low-cut dress. She wasn’t pretty then and wasn’t pretty now, but she had been, and still was, sexy. He handed her the umbrella. “Jeffrey left this.”

“It’s a wonder he remembered where he lived. You guys had a good time, I gather.”

“We did.”

She took his arm and walked him toward the house. She said, “Jeffrey tells me you were a spy.”

“I have laid down my cloak and dagger.”

“Good. No politics tonight. Just old times.”

“Hard to separate the two.”

“True.”

They entered the house through a battered wooden screen door, and Keith found himself in a barely furnished living room, lit only by the setting sun. From what he could make out, the furniture was sort of minimalist European modern, and it probably came in boxes with instructions badly translated from Swedish.

Gail threw the umbrella in a corner, and they passed through the dining room, which had the same sort of furniture, and into the big kitchen, a blend of original country kitchen and 1950s updates. Keith put the wine on the counter, and Gail took the bottles out of the bag. “Oh, apple wine and spiked grape juice! I love it!”

“Kind of a joke. But there’s a good Chianti, too. Remember Julio’s, the little Italian place near campus?”

“How could I forget? Bad spaghetti before it was called pasta, checkered tablecloths, and melted candles  stuck in straw-covered Chianti bottles—what happened to the straw?”

“Good question.”

She put the apple and grape wine in the refrigerator and gave Keith a corkscrew to open the Chianti. She found two wineglasses, and he poured. They touched glasses, and she toasted, “To Bowling Green.”

“Cheers.”

She said, “Jeffrey is out back, gathering herbs.”

Keith saw a big pot simmering on the stove, and the kitchen table was set for three, with a loaf of dark bread in a basket.

Gail asked, “Did you bring meat for yourself?”

“No, but I looked for roadkill on the way here.”

She laughed. “Disgusting.”

He asked her, “Do you like it here?”

She shrugged. “It’s all right. Quiet. Plenty of empty farmhouses at rents we can afford. And Jeffrey’s people are still here, and he’s been doing his memory-lane thing for the last two years. I come from Fort Recovery, so it’s not much different. How about you? You okay here?”

“So far.”

“Nostalgic? Sad? Bored? Happy?”

“All of the above. I have to sort it out.”

Gail filled their glasses again and poured one for Jeffrey. “Come on outside. I want to show you our gardens.”

They walked out the back door, and Gail called out, “Company!”

About fifty yards away in a garden, Keith saw Jeffrey stand up and wave. He came toward them wearing baggy shorts and a T-shirt, carrying a wicker basket piled with  vegetation that Keith hoped was weeds destined for the garbage can and not something he was supposed to eat.

Jeffrey wiped his hand on his shorts and extended it to Keith. “Good to see you.”

Keith asked, “You made it home all right?”

“Sure.” He took his glass of wine from Gail and said, “I’m becoming a juicehead in my old age. We only do grass on special occasions.”

Gail added, “We put on oldies, turn out the lights, get naked, get high, and fuck.”

Keith didn’t comment but looked around the yard. “Good gardens.”

Jeffrey replied, “Yeah, we’ve got use of four acres and all the corn we can steal from the fields. Thank God this guy grows sweet corn, or we’d be eating cattle feed.”

Keith looked out over the acres of gardens. This was more kitchen garden than the average farmer kept, and he figured that the Porters depended on this for much of their food. He stopped feeling sorry for himself with his adequate government pension and his family-owned acres.

Jeffrey said, “Come on, we’ll show you around.”

They toured the garden plots. There was a plot devoted entirely to root vegetables, another with vine vegetables such as tomatoes and squash, and another garden was planted with more varieties of beans than Keith knew existed. The most interesting thing was the herb gardens, the likes of which were rarely seen in Spencer County. There was a culinary herb garden with over forty different varieties, and also what Jeffrey called “a garden of historical and medicinal herbs,” plus a garden of herbs used for dyes and miscellaneous household needs such as  soap and cologne. And beyond the gardens, stretching out to where the cornfield began, was a profusion of wildflowers that had no use at all except to please the eye and ease the mind. “Very nice,” Keith said.

Gail said, “I make perfume, potpourri, tea, hand lotion, bath scents, that sort of thing.”

“Anything to smoke?”

Jeffrey laughed. “God, I wish we could. Can’t risk it here.”

Gail said, “I think we could, but Jeffrey is chicken.”

Jeffrey defended himself. ”The county sheriff is a little brighter than the Spencerville police chief, and he’s keeping an eye on us. He thinks all this stuff is psychedelic.”

Gail said, “Oh, Jeffrey, you have to treat the fuzz the way you grow mushrooms—keep them in the dark and feed them shit.”

They all laughed.

Jeffrey said, apropos of the subject, “I have a source in Antioch. I make a run about once a month.” He added, “I just made a run.” He winked at Keith.

It was almost dark now, and they went inside. Gail put the herbs in a colander and washed them while Jeffrey stirred the contents of the pot, which looked like stew sans meat. Gail poured some of the Chianti into the pot and added the herbs. “Let that simmer awhile.”

Keith had a strange feeling of déjà vu, then recalled his first dinner with Jeffrey and Gail in their little apartment off campus. Not much had changed.

Gail poured the remainder of the Chianti into their glasses and said to Keith, “You probably think we’re stuck in the sixties.”

“No.” Yes. 

“Actually, we’re selectively sixties people. There’s good and bad in each era, each decade. We’ve totally rejected the new feminism, for instance, in favor of the old feminism. Yet we’ve adopted the new radical ecology.”

Keith remarked dryly, “That’s very astute.”

Jeffrey laughed. “Same old wiseass.”

Gail smiled. “We’re weird.”

Keith felt compelled to say something nice to his hosts, and offered, “I think we can be as weird as we want to be. We’ve earned it.”

“You said it,” Jeffrey agreed.

Keith continued, “And you’ve put your money where your mouth is by resigning as a matter of principle.”

Gail nodded. “Partly principle. Partly, we felt uncomfortable there. Two old radicals who got laughed at behind our backs.” She added, “These kids have no heroes, and we were heroes. Heroes of the revolution. But the kids think the history of the world began on their birthdays.”

Jeffrey said, “Well, it wasn’t that bad. But professionally we felt unfulfilled.”

Keith pointed out, “That’s not exactly what you said last night.”

“Yeah, well, I was drunk last night.” He thought a moment, then confessed, “But maybe I was closer to the truth last night. Anyway, here we are, tutoring high school dull normals.”

Gail said to Keith, “Jeffrey tells me you were sacked.”

“Yes, and none too soon.”

“Were they laughing at you?”

“No, I don’t think so. Old warriors are still honored within the imperialist military-intelligence community.” 

“Then why were you sacked?” Gail asked.

“Budget cuts, end of the Cold War… no, that’s not the whole truth. I was sacked because I was tottering between burnout and epiphany. They can smell that a mile away, and they don’t like either.” He thought a moment and said, “I was starting to ask questions.”

“Such as?”

“Well… I was at a White House briefing once… I was there to give answers, not ask questions”—Keith smiled at the memory of what he was about to relate—“and I asked the secretary of state, ‘Sir, could you explain to me this country’s foreign policy, if any, so that I can figure out what you want?’” Keith added, “Well, you could have heard a pink slip drop in the room.”

Jeffrey inquired, “Did he explain it to you?”

“Actually, he was polite enough to do so. I still didn’t get it. Six months later, I got a letter on my desk explaining budget cuts and the joys of early retirement. There was a place for my signature. I signed.”

They sipped their wine, Jeffrey turned his attention to the stew, which he stirred, and Gail took a platter of raw vegetables and bean dip out of the refrigerator and put it on the counter. They all nibbled on the vegetables.

Jeffrey said finally, “Sounds as if you resigned on principle, too.”

“No, I was asked to accept an early retirement for budget reasons. That’s what the press release and the internal memo said. So that’s the way it was.” Keith added, “My job was to discover objective truths, but the truth needs two people to make it work—the speaker and the listener. The listeners weren’t listening. In fact, in the last two decades, they rarely did, but it took me a while to figure  it out.” He thought a moment, then said, “I’m happy to be out of there.”

Gail nodded. “We can relate to that. So here we all are, back on the farm where the bullshit is good for the garden.” She opened the refrigerator and took out the apple and the grape wine that Keith brought, saying to Jeffrey, “Remember this? Eighty-nine cents a bottle. What did you pay for these, Keith?”

“Oh, about four bucks each.”

“Robbery,” said Jeffrey. He unscrewed the cap of the apple wine and sniffed it. “It’s ready.” He emptied the bottle into three water tumblers, Gail added sprigs of peppermint, and they touched glasses. Jeffrey said, “To days past, to absent friends of our youth, to ideals and humanity.”

Keith added, “And to a bright future without the nightmare of nuclear extinction.”

They drained off the wine, put down their glasses, and made exaggerated smacking sounds of pleasure, then laughed. Jeffrey said to Keith, “Actually, not bad. You have any more?”

“No, but I have a source.”

Gail said, “I’m getting a buzz.” She went to the kitchen table, carrying the grape wine, and sat. Jeffrey brought over the vegetable platter and turned off the lights, then lit two candles on the table.

Keith sat and poured wine for them. They ate the raw vegetables and dip, and Keith praised their gardening abilities, which they took as a high compliment from a farmer’s son.

They made small talk for a while, Jeffrey and Keith reminisced about high school, Gail told them they were  boring her, and they switched to their senior year at Bowling Green. Gail found a jug of wine and put it on the table. Jeffrey was apparently in charge of stirring and got up now and then to perform this task while Gail kept the glasses filled.

Keith was having a good enough time despite the fact that he had little in common with his hosts, except a shared experience in school. Even then, he hadn’t had much in common with skinny little Jeffrey Porter, though they always got along well in high school, probably because they were intellectual peers, and as teenagers, neither had any opinions about politics, war, or life.

In college, they’d been drawn together at first because they were from the same hometown and had the same problems adjusting to a new environment. In fact, Keith thought, though he wouldn’t admit it afterward, they’d become friends.

But as the war radicalized and polarized the campus, they’d found they were on different sides of too many issues. Like the Civil War, the Vietnam War and its attendant upheavals pitted brother against brother, neighbor against neighbor, and friend against friend. In retrospect, intelligent people of goodwill should have found common ground. But Keith, like many others, lost old friends that he’d cared for and made new ones that he didn’t particularly want. He and Jeffrey had wound up exchanging punches in the middle of the student union building. In truth, Jeffrey wasn’t much of a fighter, and Keith had knocked him down only as often as Jeffrey insisted on getting up. Finally, Keith had walked away, and Jeffrey was carried away.

About a year and a half later, Jeffrey had written to  Keith in Vietnam, getting his address from Keith’s mother, who was happy to give it to one of her son’s old friends. Keith had expected the letter to be conciliatory and concerned about Keith’s frontline duty, and Keith was preparing a congenial reply in his mind as he opened the letter. Then he read, “Dear Keith, Kill any babies today? Keep score of the women and children you murder. The Army will give you a medal.” And so on.

Keith recalled that he hadn’t been hurt so much as enraged, and, had Jeffrey been there, Keith would have killed him. Now, looking back, he realized how far along the road to insanity they’d all traveled.

But a quarter century had passed, Jeffrey had apologized and Keith had accepted, and they were both different people, hopefully.

On that thought, Keith couldn’t help but think about himself and Annie. She’d gone to graduate school, Europe, married, had children, lived with another man for about two decades, had twenty Christmases, birthdays, anniversaries, and thousands of breakfasts and dinners with him. Keith Landry and Annie Baxter surely had no more in common now than he and Jeffrey had. On the other hand, he hadn’t slept with Jeffrey Porter for six years. Keith mulled this over.

Gail said to him, “Yo, Keith! Did you check out?”

“No… I…”

Jeffrey got up and went to the stove. “Ready.” He ladled the stew into three bowls and managed to carry them to the table without incident. Gail sliced the bread and said, “Home-baked.”

They ate. The bread smelled like things that Keith used to feed to the livestock and horses, but the stew was good. 

Dessert was a homemade strawberry pie, which was also good, but the smell of the herbal tea reminded Keith of places in Asia he’d just as soon forget.

Gail said to Keith, “Did Jeffrey tell you I’m on the city council?”

“He did. Congratulations.”

“Sure. My opponent got busted blowing somebody in a men’s room.”

Keith smiled. “Did that become an issue?”

Gail added, “I’ve blown lots of guys myself, but that’s different.”

Clearly, everyone was drunk, but, nevertheless, Keith was a little uncomfortable with that remark.

Gail said, “I never got caught in a men’s room. Anyway, come November, I’ll be facing some prissy country club Republican lady with shit for brains. The worst thing she ever did was wear white after Labor Day.”

Jeffrey said, “There are a lot of us who’ve gotten together to try to turn this town and county around. We’ve got a plan to restore downtown to its historic look, to attract tourism, attract new business, to stop the spread of the commercial strip through zoning, to get Amtrak to reinstate passenger service, to get a Spencerville exit put on the interstate.” Jeffrey went on, outlining the plans to revive Spencerville and Spencer County.

Keith listened, then commented, “So you’ve scaled back on your plans to overthrow the United States government?”

Jeffrey smiled and replied, “Think globally, act locally. That’s the nineties.”

“Well,” Keith observed, “it sounds like good old-fashioned midwestern boosterism. You remember that word?”

“Sure,” Jeffrey said. “But this goes beyond that. We’re also interested in ecology, clean government, health care, and other quality-of-life issues that go beyond business and commerce.”

“Good. Me, too. In fact, I see what you see here, and I had the same thoughts. But don’t assume everyone shares your vision.” Keith added, “I’ve been all over the world, guys, and if I learned one thing, it’s that people get the kind of government and society they deserve.”

Jeffrey said, “Don’t be cynical. This is still a country where good people can make a difference.”

“I hope so.”

Gail said, “Will you two stop the philosophical debate? Here’s the problem we face. The city and county governments have become lethargic, partly corrupt, and mostly stupid.” She looked at Keith. “In fact, your ex-girlfriend’s husband, Cliff Baxter, is at the core of most of these problems.”

Keith did not reply.

Gail continued, “This son-of-a-bitch blackmails people. He’s a fucking J. Edgar Hoover clone. The bastard has illegal files on people, including me. He showed me my file, the stupid shit, and I’m going to subpoena all his records now.”

Keith looked at her and said, “Be careful with this guy.”

They all sat in silence a moment, then Jeffrey said, “He’s a bully, and, like all bullies, he’s basically a coward.” 

Keith replied, “Even cowards can be dangerous when they’re armed.”

Jeffrey nodded. “Yes, but we’re not frightened. I’ve faced armed soldiers with fixed bayonets, Keith.”

“Maybe you faced me, Jeffrey. Were you in Philadelphia in the autumn of 1968?”

“No, and we weren’t at Kent State when the soldiers fired, but we had friends who were there, and I’ll tell you, I would have been there if I’d known what was going to happen.”

Keith nodded. “Yeah, you probably would have. But that was a different time and maybe a better cause. Don’t get killed over zoning ordinances.”

Again, no one spoke for a while, and they drank the jug wine. The candles flickered in a soft breeze coming through the window, and Keith could smell the wildflowers and honeysuckle, an incredible medley of scents.

Gail asked Keith, “Do you know anything about him?”

“Who?”

“J. Edgar Baxter.”

“No. I think I remember him from high school. But that’s not what we call current intelligence.”

“Well,” said Jeffrey, “I remember him quite well. He hasn’t changed much. Same asshole. The family has some money, but they’re all short on brains and social skills. The Baxter kids were always in trouble—remember? The boys were bullies, and the girls were pregnant at the altar. In the jargon of small towns, ‘There’s bad blood in that family.’”

Keith didn’t reply. Clearly, Jeffrey and Gail were not simply gossiping or complaining to him. They wanted to recruit him. He recognized the method. 

Gail said, “He’s a very jealous and possessive man. I’m talking about his marriage now. Annie, by the way, is still very attractive, which makes Mr. Baxter watch her like a hawk. From what I hear, she’s the paragon of virtue, but he doesn’t believe it. People on their street whom we know say he keeps their house under constant surveillance when he’s away. A few weeks ago, there was some kind of firearm incident there at about five in the morning. He was home. The neighbors were told that it was an accident.”

Keith said nothing, and his face revealed nothing except perhaps his well-practiced mixture of mild interest and a touch of skepticism whenever the monologue got into areas of hearsay. He had a feeling he was sitting in some European café again, getting a pitch about something or another.

Gail continued, “He’s not a nice guy, but people in town have to deal with him. Even some of the men who work for him find him brutish and offensive. Yet, in some perverse way, he can be charming. He’s from the old school and tips his hat to the ladies, calls women ‘ma’am,’ and he’s outwardly respectful to the town fathers, clergymen, and so forth. He’s even been known to pinch babies and help old ladies across the street.” Gail smiled, then added, “But he also pinches waitresses’ butts and helps damsels in distress out of their clothes. This guy’s got a wild weasel.” Gail poured the last of the jug wine into their glasses.

Keith listened to the night birds and locusts. Somehow none of this was news to him, though actually hearing it made a difference. Somewhere in the back of his mind, the place where the old-learned morality resided, was the  thought that he should not be contemplating breaking up a marriage, a home, a family. He’d been involved in a lot of situations over the years that might be considered somewhat indelicate, maybe even gross and shameless, but that was then and there. This was here and now. This was home. Yet, if he believed Gail and Jeffrey, the Baxters were not entirely happy, and Mr. Baxter was a sociopath, and Mrs. Baxter needed help. Maybe.

Jeffrey said to him, “Professionally, the guy is a Neanderthal. He has a serious problem with the kids in town. Yeah, a lot of the kids dress weird, wear their hair down to their shoulders, or shave their heads, and they blast their boom boxes in the park, and hang out and all that. We did some weird shit, too. But Baxter hassles them instead of helping them. His police force has no youth officer, no school outreach program. It only has patrol cars, cops, and a jail. The town’s dying, but Baxter doesn’t see it. He’s into law and order and not much else.”

Keith commented, “Law and order is his job.”

“Yeah,” agreed Jeffrey, “but I’ll tell you something else—he’s not real good at that either. We still have low crime here, but it’s starting to get worse. There are drugs now—not good grass, but hard stuff—and Baxter doesn’t have a clue about where it’s coming from, who’s selling it, or who’s buying. The nature of crimes and criminals has changed, and Baxter hasn’t. We have more domestic violence, we had a few car-jackings, we had two rapes so far this year, and we had a gang who came from Toledo by car and pulled off an armed robbery at the Merchants Bank. The state police caught them, not Baxter. Anyway, the state has offered the Spencerville force advanced training, but it’s not mandated, so Baxter blew them off.  He doesn’t want anyone knowing how inept or corrupt he and his gestapo are.”

Keith didn’t respond. In fact, he’d been charitable enough to think that maybe Cliff Baxter was a tough but effective cop. A lousy human being but a good chief, dedicated to public safety. On the other hand, the incident in the supermarket parking lot and the police car drive-bys had already told him he was dealing with a corrupt police force.

Jeffrey went on, “Baxter blames drugs for this mini crime wave, and he’s partly right. But he also blames the schools, parents, television, MTV, movies, music, video arcades, smut magazines, and all that. Okay, maybe some of this is true, but he doesn’t see the relationship between crime and unemployment, and teenage boredom, and lack of opportunities, and lack of stimulation.”

Keith commented, “Jeffrey, when has small-town America been any different? Maybe a tough police force is just what’s needed. Look, maybe progressive solutions could work in the cities, but this is not Columbus or Cleveland, my friend. Here we need small-town solutions to small-town problems, and you guys need a reality check.”

Gail said, “Okay, we’re open to reality. We’re not the wild-eyed idealogues we used to be. But the problem remains the same.” She asked him, “Do you care?”

Keith thought a moment, then replied, “Yes, it’s my hometown. I thought maybe things hadn’t changed much, and I could find some peace and quiet here, but I see you two aren’t going to let me go fishing.”

Gail smiled and said. “Old revolutionaries don’t fade  away like old soldiers, Keith. They just find a new cause.”

“So I see.”

Gail continued, “We think Baxter is vulnerable, that he’s developed some career problems which we want to exploit.”

“Maybe he just needs counseling and sensitivity training. That’s what progressives like yourselves offer criminals. Why not cops?”

Gail said to Keith, “I know you’re baiting us, and you’re good at it, but I also know you’re an intelligent man. You know, or you’re soon going to find out, that Cliff Baxter is beyond salvation, professionally, spiritually, or otherwise. Christ, he knows that. And he’s getting nervous, like a trapped rat, and that makes him more dangerous.”

Keith nodded and thought, And certainly not a better husband.

Gail said, “We think it’s time to get him fired. We need a moral victory, something to galvanize public opinion.” She added, “Keith, with your background—”

He interrupted, “You don’t know my background. Whatever I told you doesn’t leave this house.”

Gail nodded. “All right. With your intelligence, wit, and charm, you can help us. We’d like you to join us.”

“Who is us?”

“Just a group of reformers.”

“Do I have to become a Democrat?”

Jeffrey laughed. “God, no. We have no party affiliation. We have people from all parties and all classes. We have ministers, businesspeople, schoolteachers, farmers,  housewives—hell, we’ve got most of Annie’s family with us.”

“Is that a fact? I wonder what Thanksgiving dinner is like at the Baxters’?”

Jeffrey said, “Like a lot of our supporters, they haven’t gone public yet.” Jeffrey asked, “Can we count on you?”

“Well…” In truth, Keith had his own grudge against Cliff Baxter, which was that he was married to Annie Baxter. Keith said, “Well… I’m not sure I’m staying around.”

Jeffrey observed, “I had the impression you were.”

“I’m not sure.”

Gail said, “We’re not asking you to meet him on Main Street at high noon for a duel. Just say you’re in favor of getting rid of him.”

“Okay. In principle, I’m in favor of getting rid of any corrupt public official.”

“Good. That’s Cliff Baxter. There’s a meeting next week, Thursday night, at St. James Church. You know it?”

“Yes, it’s my old church. Why are you meeting outside of town?”

“People don’t want to be seen at this meeting, Keith. You understand that.”

“Indeed I do. But you may be overdoing the revolutionary melodrama. This is America. Use the damned town hall. That’s your right.”

“Can’t. Not yet.”

Keith wondered how much of this was the Porters trying to recapture the romance of revolution and how much was real anxiety and fear. Keith said, “I’ll think about being there.” 

“Good. More pie? Tea?”

“No, thanks. Time to hit the road.”

“It’s early,” Gail said. “None of us has shit to do tomorrow.” She stood, and Keith thought she was going to clear the table, so he stood, too, and picked up his plate and glass.

Gail said, “Leave that. We’re still pigs.” She took his arm and led him into the living room.

Jeffrey followed, carrying a potpourri jar. He said, “The dinner was superb, the conversation stimulating, and now we retire into the drawing room for a postprandial smoke.”

Gail lit two incense lamps and two scented candles in the dark room. Jeffrey sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the coffee table, and, by the light of one of the candles, he transferred the contents of the potpourri jar into rolling papers that he’d spread out on the low table.

Keith watched him in the candlelight, quick fingers and a flicking tongue, producing five nicely packed joints faster than an old farmer could roll a single cigarette.

Gail put a tape in the deck, Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, then sat on the floor with her back to an armchair.

Jeffrey lit a joint, took a toke, and passed it to Keith. Keith hesitated a moment, took a drag, then passed it across the coffee table to Gail.

The Beatles played, the candles flickered, the smell of incense and pot filled the air. It was 1968, sort of.

The first joint was now held with a pair of tweezers, then snuffed out, and the roach was put carefully in an ashtray for future use in the pipe that Keith noticed on the table. The second joint was lit and passed. 

Keith recalled the protocols and rituals as if it were yesterday. No one said much, and what was said didn’t make a whole lot of sense.

Gail, however, did say in the low, hushed tone associated with cannabis and candlelight, “She needs help.”

Keith ignored this.

Gail added, as if to herself, “I understand how and why a woman stays in that kind of situation… I don’t think he abuses her physically… but he’s fucking with her head…”

Keith passed the joint to her. “Enough.”

“Enough what?” She took a toke and said, “You, Mr. Landry, could solve your problem and our problem at the same time…” She exhaled. “… right?”

Keith had trouble forming his thoughts, but after a few seconds, or a few minutes, he heard his voice say, “Gail Porter… I’ve butted heads with the best in the world… I’ve had enough experience with women to write the book on the subject… don’t try to fuck with my head…” He thought this was what he wanted to say. It was close enough.

Gail seemed to ignore him and said, “I always liked her… I mean, we weren’t big buddies, but I… she was kind of like… always had a smile, always doing some good deed… I mean, I could puke, you know… but deep down inside, I envied her… completely at peace with her man and her… like, uninvolvement with anything…”

“She became an antiwar something or other at Columbus.”

“Really? Wow. That piss you off?” 

Keith didn’t reply, or thought he didn’t. He couldn’t tell any longer if he was thinking or speaking things.

The room seemed to be silent for a long time, then Gail said, “I mean, if you do nothing else here, Keith, if you do nothing else with your life after conquering the fucking world… get that woman away from him.”

Keith tried to stand. “I think I’m leaving.”

Jeffrey said, “No way, buddy. You’re sleeping here. You can’t even find the front door.”

“No, I have to—”

Gail said, “Subject closed. All subjects closed. No more heavy shit. Get mellow, folks.” She handed the joint to Jeffrey, then stood and changed the tape and began dancing to “Honky Tonk Woman.”

Keith watched her in the flickering light. She was graceful, he thought, her thin body moving in good time to the music. The dance was not particularly erotic in and of itself, but it had been a long time since he’d been with a woman, and he felt a familiar stirring in his pants.

Jeffrey seemed indifferent to his wife’s fugue and concentrated on the candle flame.

Keith turned away from Gail and helped Jeffrey look at the flame.

He didn’t know how much time passed, but he was aware that the tape had changed again and was now playing “Sounds of Silence,” and Jeffrey was declaring that this was the ultimate musical accompaniment to pot, then Keith was aware that Gail was sitting opposite him again, drawing on a joint.

She spoke, as if to herself, and said, “Hey, remember no bras, and see-through blouses, and nude swimming, and group sex, and no killer diseases, and no hang-ups,  no Antioch rules of sexual conduct, and men and women who actually liked one another? Remember? I do.” She added, “God, what has happened to us?”

No one seemed to know, so no one replied.

Keith’s mind was not working very well, but he did remember better days, though perhaps his idea of better was different from Gail’s or Jeffrey’s. The point was, things were once better, and his heart suddenly ached with a sense of loss, a nostalgia and sentimentality partly induced by the cannabis, partly by the evening, and partly because it was true.

Gail did not offer herself to him, which was a relief, because he didn’t know what he would have said or done if she had. The evening ended with him sleeping on the couch in his underwear with a quilt thrown over him, and the Porters upstairs, in their bed.

The incense burned out, the candles guttered and died, a Simon and Garfunkel album ended, and Keith lay in the quiet dark.

At dawn, he rose, dressed, and left before the Porters awakened. 

 

 

 
CHAPTER TWELVE

It was a few days after dinner with the Porters, a Friday night, and Keith Landry, reacting to some remembered behavior of farm life, decided to go into town.

He put on slacks and a sport shirt, got into his Blazer, and headed for Spencerville.

He’d seen no sign of Annie during the past few days, but that was not for lack of vigilance on his part. He’d been home, he’d stayed within earshot of the phone, he’d checked his mailbox a few times a day, and he watched the cars that went by. In short, he’d reverted to a lovesick adolescent, and the feeling was not entirely unpleasant.

The day before, he’d seen a blue and white patrol car from Spencerville pass about noon, and that morning he’d seen a green and white county sheriff’s car go by. The sheriff’s car might have been a random thing, but the town police car was a long way from home.

In any case, he kept his Blazer out of sight, and he didn’t know if they’d discovered his new automobile, unless, of course, they’d run his name through the Bureau of Motor Vehicles.

It was sort of a low-key cat-and-mouse game at this  point, but Keith knew it had the potential for confrontation.

He drove up Main Street, which was quieter than he’d remembered it on Friday nights. In those days, Friday was called market day, and there had been a huge farmer’s market on the blocked-off street north of Courthouse Square. Now, everyone, including the farmers, bought most of their food in supermarkets, prepackaged.

The commercial strip outside of town probably got the majority of Friday night shoppers, Keith thought, but there were a few shops open downtown, and the bank was open late. Also open, with cars parked nearby, were Miller’s Restaurant and the two taverns—John’s Place and the Posthouse.

Keith pulled into a space near John’s Place and got out of the Blazer. It was a warm Indian summer evening, and there were a few people on the sidewalk. He walked into the tavern.

If you want to know a town, Keith had learned, go to the best and the worst bar, preferably on a Friday or Saturday night. John’s was obviously the latter.

The tavern was dark, noisy, smoky, smelled of stale beer, and was inhabited mostly by men dressed in jeans and T-shirts. The T-shirts, Keith noticed, advertised brand-name beers, John Deere tractors, and locally sponsored sports teams. A few T-shirts had interesting sayings such as, “Well-diggers do it deeper.”

There were a few video games, a pinball machine, and in the center of the tavern was a billiards table. A jukebox played sad country-western songs. The bar had a few vacant stools, and Keith took one.

The bartender eyed him for a moment, making a professional evaluation that the newcomer posed no potential threat to the peace of John’s Place, and asked Keith, “What can I get you?”

“Bud.”

The bartender put a bottle in front of Keith and opened it. “Two bucks.”

Keith put a ten on the bar. He got his change, but no glass, and drank from the bottle.

He looked around. There were a few young women, all of them escorted by men, but mostly this was a male domain. The TV above the bar broadcast the Yankees vs. Blue Jays in a tight pennant race, and the sportscaster competed with some country singer sobbing about his wife’s infidelities.

The men ranged in age from early twenties to late fifties, mostly good-old-boys as likely to buy you a beer as split your head with a barstool, and meaning nothing personal by either. The women were dressed like the men—jeans, running shoes, and T-shirts—and they smoked and drank beer from bottles like the men. All in all, it was a happy and peaceful enough crowd at this hour, though Keith knew from experience it could get a little rough later.

He swiveled his stool and watched the billiards game awhile. He’d had little opportunity to hang out in any of the few taverns in town because he’d been drafted and was being shot at about the time he could legally vote or drink. Now you could be shot at and vote, but still had to wait until you were twenty-one before you could order a beer. In any case, he’d hit John’s Place and the Posthouse once in a while when he was home on leave, and he recalled that a good number of the men at the bars were recent veterans with some stories to tell, and some, like him, were in uniform and never had to buy a drink. Now, he suspected, most of the men in John’s Place hadn’t been far from home, and there seemed to him a sort of restless boredom among them, and he thought they had the look of men who had never experienced any significant rite of passage into manhood.

He didn’t recognize any of the men his own age, but one of them at the end of the bar kept looking at him, and Keith watched the guy out of the corner of his eye.

The man got off his stool and ambled down the bar, stopping directly in front of Keith. “I know you.”

Keith looked at the man. He was tall, scrawny, had blond hair down to his shoulders, bad teeth, sallow skin, and sunken eyes. The long hair, the jeans and T-shirt, and the man’s mannerisms and voice suggested a man in his twenties, but the face was much older.

He said in a loud, slurred voice, “I know who you are.”

“Who am I?”

“Keith Landry.”

A few of the men around them glanced their way, but otherwise seemed disinterested.

Keith looked at the man again, and realized that he did know him. He said, “Right, you’re…”

“Come on, Keith. You know me.”

Keith searched his memory, and a profusion of high school faces raced through his mind. Finally, he said, “Billy Marlon.”

“Yeah! Hell, man, we was buddies.” Marlon slapped Keith on the shoulder, then pumped his hand. “How the hell are ya?” 

Keith thought perhaps he should have gone to the Posthouse instead. “Fine. How are you, Billy?”

“Just great! All fucked-up!”

“Buy you a beer?”

“Sure can.”

Keith ordered two more Budweisers.

Billy sidled up next to him at the bar and leaned close enough for Keith to smell the beer on him, and other odors. Billy said, “Hey, man, this is great.”

“Sure is.”

“Hey, you look great, man.”

“Thanks.”

“What the hell you doin’ here?”

“Just visiting.”

“Yeah? That’s great, man. How long you been back?”

“A few weeks.”

“No shit? Great to see you.”

Obviously, Billy Marlon was happy to see him. Keith tried to recall what he knew of Billy, what they’d had in common, so he could carry his end of what promised to be a stupid conversation. Finally, it all came back to Keith as Billy jabbered away. Marlon had been on the football team with him, had played halfback, but not very well, and mostly sat on the bench cheering on the starting lineup. Marlon had been the sort of kid who wanted to be liked, and there was little not to like about him, objectively, but most people found him annoying. In fact, Keith still found him likable and annoying.

Marlon asked, “You get fucked-up in Vietnam?”

“Probably.”

“Me, too. You was with the First Cav. Right?”

“Right.” 

“Yeah, I remember that. Your mom was worried sick. I told her you’d be okay. Hell, if a fuckup like me could survive, a guy like you would be okay.”

“Thanks.” Keith recalled that Billy had been drafted right out of high school. Keith had availed himself of the college draft deferment, which in retrospect was a monumental government blunder. The rich, the bright, the privileged, and anyone else who could get into college had four good years of protesting the war or ignoring it, while the poor and stupid got killed and maimed. But instead of the war ending in a reasonably acceptable time frame, it went on, and the college graduates, like himself, started getting called. By the time he got to Vietnam, Billy Marlon and most of his high school class were already out of the Army or dead.

Billy said, “I was with the Twenty-fifth Division—Tropical Lightning. We kicked some gook ass over there.”

“Good.” But not enough gook ass to end the damned thing.

“You saw some shit, too.”

“Yes, I did.” Apparently, Billy had been following Keith’s Army career while probably regaling Spencerville with his own exploits.

“You kill anybody?” Billy asked. “I mean up close.”

“I think so.”

“It’s a kick.”

“No, it’s not.”

Billy thought a minute, then nodded. “No, it’s… but it’s hard to forget it.”

“Try.”

“I can’t, man. You know? I still can’t.”

Keith looked at his former classmate. Clearly, Billy  Marlon had degenerated. Keith asked, “What have you been up to?”

“Oh, shit, not too much. Married twice, divorced twice. Got kids from the first marriage. They’s all growed now and live in Fort Wayne. They went there when they was young with their mother. She married some, like, asshole, you know, and I never really seen the kids. Second wife… she moved away.” He went on, relating a predictably barren life to Keith, who was not surprised by any of it, except when Billy said, “Shit, I wish I could do it over again.”

“Yeah, well, everybody feels a little of that. But maybe it’s time to go on.”

“Yeah. I keep meaning to go on.”

“Where you working?”

“No place. I do odd jobs. Do some hunting and fishing. I live a mile outside of town, west of here, got a whole farmhouse to myself. All I got to do is look after the place. Retired people living with one of their kids in California. Cowley. You know them?”

“Sounds familiar.”

“They got the place sold now, so I got to find something else by November.”

“Why don’t you check yourself into a veterans’ hospital?”

“Why? I ain’t sick.”

“You don’t look well.”

“Ah, I’ve been pounding the suds too much since I learned I got to move. I get real nervous when I don’t have no place to live. I’ll be okay.”

“Good.”

“Where you stayin’?” 

“My folks’ place.”

“Yeah? Hey, if you need company, I can pay a little rent, do the chores, put some game on the table.”

“I’ll be gone by November. But I’ll see what I can do for you before I leave.”

“Hey, thanks. But I’ll be okay.”

Keith ordered two more beers.

Billy inquired, “What’re you doin’ for a living?”

“Retired.”

“Yeah? From what?”

“Government.”

“No shit. Hey, you seen anybody since you been back?”

“No. Well, I saw Jeffrey Porter. Remember him?”

“Hell, yeah. I seen him a few times. He don’t have much to say.”

They spoke a while longer, and it was obvious to Keith that Billy was too drunk. Keith looked at his watch and said, “Hey, I’ve got to run.” He put a twenty on the bar and said to the bartender, “Give my friend one more, then maybe he should head home.”

The bartender pushed the twenty back to Keith and said, “He’s cut off right now.”

Billy made a whining sound. “Aw, come on, Al. Man wants to buy me a drink.”

“Finish what you got and be off.”

Keith left the twenty on the bar and said to Billy, “Take that and go home. I’ll stop by one day before I leave.”

“Hey, great, man. See ya.” Billy watched him as he left, and waved. “Great to see ya, Keith.”

Keith went out into the fresh air. The Posthouse was  on the other side of Courthouse Square, and Keith crossed the street and began walking through the park.

There were a few people on the benches, sitting under the ornate lampposts, a few couples strolling. Keith saw an empty bench and sat a moment. In front of him was the Civil War monument, a huge bronze statue of a Union soldier with musket, and on the granite base of the statue were the names of Spencer County’s Civil War dead, hundreds of them.

From where he sat, by the light of the lampposts, he could make out the other war memorials, which he knew well, beginning with an historical marker relating to the Indian Wars, proceeding to the Mexican War, and on and on, war by war, to the Vietnam War, which was only a simple bronze plaque inscribed with the names of the dead. It was good, he thought, that small towns remembered, but it did not escape him that the monuments seemed to diminish in size and grandeur after the Civil War, as if the townspeople were getting frustrated with the whole business.

It was a pleasant night, and he sat awhile. The choices of things to do in a small town on a Friday night were somewhat limited, and he smiled to himself, recalling evenings in London, Rome, Paris, Washington, and elsewhere. He wondered if he could really live here again. He could, he thought. He could get back into a simple life if he had company.

He looked around and saw the lighted truck of the ice cream vendor and a group of people standing around. It had occurred to him that if he came into town on a Friday night, he might see Annie. Did the Baxters go out to dinner? Did they shop together on a Friday night? He had no idea.

He remembered the summer nights when he and Annie Prentis sat in this park and talked for hours. He recalled especially the summer before college, before the war, before the Kennedy assassination, before drugs, before there was a world outside of Spencer County, when he and his country were still young and full of hope, and a guy married the girl next door and went to the in-laws for Sunday dinner.

This park, he remembered, had been filled with his friends; the girls wore dresses, the boys wore short hair. Newly invented transistor radios played Peter, Paul and Mary, Joan Baez, Dion, and Elvis, and the volume was low.

The preferred smoke was Newport menthols, not grass, and Coke was drunk, not snorted. The couples held hands, but if you got caught necking behind the bushes, you got a quick trip to the police station across the street and a tongue-lashing from the old police magistrate on duty.

The world was about to explode, and there were inklings of it, but no one could have predicted what finally happened. The summer of ’63, Keith reflected, had been called the last summer of American innocence, and certainly it had been his last summer of innocence, when he lost his virginity in Annie Prentis’s bedroom.

He had never seen a naked woman before Annie, not even in pictures or in the movies. Playboy existed in 1963, but not in Spencer County, and risqué movies were censored before they got to Spencerville. Thus, he had no idea what a naked woman, let alone a vagina, looked like.  He smiled to himself and recalled their first fumbled attempt to consummate the act. She had been as inexperienced as he, but her instincts were better. He had gotten the condom, which he’d carried in his wallet for no good reason, from an older boy who had gotten a box of them in Toledo, and it had cost Keith two dollars for one, a fortune in those days. He thought, If we had known what lay ahead, we would have tried to keep that summer going forever.

Keith stood and began walking. A boom box blasted somewhere, rap music, a few teenage boys sat in a circle on the grass playing handheld electronic games, and a few old men sat on the benches. A young couple lay side by side on the lawn, grappling in fully clothed frustration.

Keith thought back to that summer, then to the autumn of that year. He and Annie had become perfectly matched lovers, reveling in their experimentations, their discoveries, their adolescent enthusiasm and stamina. There were no books on the subject, no X-rated videotapes, no guide to the mysteries of sex, but in some incredible instinctual way, they’d discovered oral sex, the sixty-nine position, the erogenous zones, erotic undressing, a dozen different positions, dirty talk, and playacting. He had no idea where all that came from, and they would sometimes jokingly accuse the other of having long sexual histories, or watching illegal blue movies made in Europe in those days, or of getting information from their friends. In reality, they were both virgins, both clueless, but they were inquisitive and surprisingly uninhibited.

They had made love every chance they had, every place they could, and kept it secret, as lovers had to do in those days. 

Away at college, they could be more open, but the dorms were segregated by sex and tightly policed. The motels refused that sort of trade, so, for two years, they made love in an apartment off campus that belonged to married friends. Eventually, Annie rented a single room above a hardware store, though they still lived in their dorms.

Keith wondered again why they hadn’t married then. Perhaps, he thought, they hadn’t wanted to destroy the romance, the mystique, the taste of the forbidden fruit. And there seemed to be no rush, no need, no insecurities, while they were in the cloistered world of college.

But then came graduation and the draft notice. Half the men he’d known then regarded the draft notice not as a call to arms, but as a call to the altar. It didn’t get you out of the Army, but it made life easier if you were a married soldier. You got to live off post after training, got extra pay, and being married reduced your chances of being sent into the meat grinder.

Yet they never really discussed marriage. Ultimately, he thought, we had different dreams. She liked campus life. I was itching for adventure.

They had been soulmates, friends, and lovers. They’d shared thoughts, feelings, and emotions. They’d shared their money, their cars, and their lives for over six years. But for all their openness with each other, neither could broach the subject of the future, neither wanted to hurt the other, so in the end, he’d leaned over her bed, kissed her, and left.

Keith was nearly at the other side of the park, and he could see the Posthouse across the street.

He heard loud voices to his left and turned. About  thirty feet up an intersecting path stood two uniformed policemen. They were shouting at a man lying on a park bench, and one of them was tapping the man on the soles of his shoes with his nightstick. “Get up! Stand! Stand!”

The man stood unsteadily, and, in the illumination of a postlight, Keith saw that it was Billy Marlon.

One of the cops said, “I told you not to sleep here.”

The other cop shouted, “You’re a goddamned drunk! I’m sick of seeing you here! You’re a bum!”

Keith wanted to tell the young men that Billy Marlon was an ex-combat vet, a onetime football player for Spencerville, a father, a man. But he stood there and waited to see if the incident was finished.

But it wasn’t. Both cops had Billy backed up against a tree now, and they were face-to-face with him, hurling verbal abuse at the man. “We told you to stay out of town! Nobody wants to see you here! You don’t listen real good! Do you?” and so on.

Billy stood with his back to the tree, then suddenly shouted, “Leave me alone! I’m not bothering nobody! Leave me alone!”

One of the cops raised his nightstick, and Billy covered his face and head with his hands. Keith stepped forward, but the cop only hit the tree above Billy’s head. Both cops laughed. One of them said to him, “Tell us again what you’re going to do to Chief Baxter. Come on, Rambo, tell us.” They laughed again.

Billy seemed less frightened now and looked at both of them. He said, “I’m going to kill him. I’m a combat vet, and I’m going to kill him. You tell him I’m going to kill him someday. Tell him!”

“Why? Tell us why.” 

“Because… because…”

“Come on. Because he fucked your wife. Right? Chief Baxter fucked your wife.”

Billy suddenly sank to his knees and put his hands over his face. He began sobbing. “Tell him to stay away from my wife. Tell him to stop. Stay away from my wife. Stop, stop…”

The men laughed. One of them said, “Get up. We’re taking you in again.”

But Billy had curled up into a ball on the ground and was crying.

One of the cops grabbed him by his long hair. “Get up.”

Keith walked up to them and said, “Leave him alone.”

They turned and faced him. One of them said, very coolly and professionally, “Please move away, sir. We have the situation under control.”

“No, you don’t. You’re harassing this man. Leave him alone.”

“Sir, I’ll have to ask you—”

The other cop poked his partner and said, “Hey, that’s…” He whispered in his partner’s ear, and they both looked at Keith. The first cop stepped up to Keith and said, “If you don’t leave, I’m going to arrest you for obstructing justice.”

“I haven’t seen any justice here. If you arrest me or him, I’ll tell the district attorney exactly what I saw and heard here, and I’ll press charges against both of you.”

The two policemen and Keith stared at one another for a long minute. Finally, one of them said to him, “Who’s gonna believe you?”

“We’ll find out.” 

The other cop said, “Are you threatening us?”

Keith ignored them and went over to Billy. He helped the man to his feet, got Billy’s arm around his shoulder, and began walking him toward the street.

One of the cops yelled to Keith, “You’re gonna pay for tonight, Mister. You are definitely going to pay.”

Keith got Billy on the sidewalk and walked him around the park toward the car.

Billy was staggering, but Keith kept him moving.

Finally, Billy said, “Hey, what’s happening? Where we going?”

“Home.”

“Yeah, okay, not so fast.” He broke free of Keith and navigated the sidewalk on his own. Keith walked behind him, ready to catch him if he fell. Billy was mumbling to himself, “Goddamn cops always bustin’ my balls. Hell, I never did no harm to nobody… they got it in for me… he fucks my wife, then—”

“Quiet down.”

A few people on the sidewalk looked and gave them a wide berth.

“That son-of-a-bitch… then he laughed at me… he said she was a lousy lay, and he was finished with her…”

Keith said, “Shut up! Damn it, shut up!” He grabbed Billy by the arm and propelled him up the street and pushed him into the Blazer.

Keith drove out of town and headed west. “Where is this place? Where do you live?”

Billy was slumped in the front seat, his head lolling from side to side. “Route 8… oh. I’m sick.” 

Keith rolled down the passenger-side window and pushed Billy’s head out. “Get sick outside.”

Billy made a gagging sound but couldn’t get it out. “Oh… stop the car…”

Keith found the old Cowley farm, which had the family name painted on the barn. He pulled up to the dark farmhouse and parked behind an old blue pickup truck, then wrestled Billy out of the car and onto the front porch. The front door was unlocked, as Keith suspected it would be, and he half carried Billy inside, found the living room in the dark, and threw Billy on the couch. He walked away, then came back, arranged him a little more comfortably and pulled off his shoes, then turned to leave again.

Billy called out, “Keith. Hey, Keith.”

Keith turned. “Yeah?”

“Great to see you, man. Hey, it’s great…”

Keith put his face in front of Billy’s and said in a slow, distinct tone, “Get your act together, soldier.”

Billy’s eyes opened wide, and, in a moment of forced clarity, responded, “Yes, sir.”

Keith walked to the front door, and, as he left, he heard Billy call out, “Hey, man, I owe you one.”

Keith got in his Blazer and pulled onto the county road. Parked on the shoulder was a Spencerville police car. Keith kept going, waiting for the headlights to start following him, but they didn’t, and he wondered if the police were going to finish their business with Billy. He considered turning around, but figured he’d pushed his luck enough for one night.

About halfway back to his house, Keith picked up another Spencerville police car that followed him with its bright lights on.

Keith approached the turnoff for his house and stopped. The police car stopped a few feet behind him. Keith sat. The cops sat. They all sat for five minutes, then Keith pulled into his driveway, and the cop car continued down the road.

Obviously, the game was heating up. He didn’t bother to put the Blazer behind the house, but parked it near the porch and went inside through the front door.

He went directly upstairs and took his 9mm Glock from the cabinet, loaded it, and put it on his night table.

He got undressed and went to bed. The adrenaline was still flowing, and he had trouble getting to sleep, but finally entered a state of half-sleep that he’d learned in Vietnam and perfected in other places; his body was at rest, but all his senses were placed on a moment’s notice.

His mind took off in directions that he wouldn’t have allowed if he’d been in full control of his thought processes. What his mind was telling him now was that home had become the last battlefield, as he always knew it would be if he ever returned. That was the great subconscious secret he had been keeping from himself all these years. His memories of Cliff Baxter were not as dim as he’d indicated to the Porters, nor as fleeting as he’d told himself. In fact, he remembered the bullying bastard very well, remembered that Cliff Baxter had jostled him more than once, recalled Baxter’s heckling from the stands during football games, and very clearly remembered Cliff Baxter eyeing Annie Prentis in the halls, at school dances, at the swimming pool, and he recalled the  incident at an autumn hayride when Baxter put his hand on Annie’s butt to help her up into the hay wagon.

He should have done something about it then, but Annie seemed almost unaware of Cliff Baxter, and Keith knew that the best way to enrage a person like Baxter was to pretend he didn’t exist. And, in fact, Baxter’s rage grew month by month, and Keith could see it. But Cliff Baxter was smart enough not to step over the line. Eventually, he would have, of course, but June came, Keith and Annie graduated, and they were off to college.

Keith never knew if Baxter’s interest in Annie was genuine or just another way to annoy Keith, whom Cliff Baxter seemed to hate for no reason at all. And when Keith had heard that Cliff Baxter and Annie Prentis had married, he was not so much angry at Annie or Cliff Baxter as he was shocked by the news. It had seemed to him that heaven and hell had changed places, that everything he believed about human nature had been wrong. But as the years passed, he came to understand the dynamics between men and women a little better, and he thought he understood the processes that had brought Cliff Baxter and Annie Prentis together.

And yet, Keith wondered if things would have been different if he’d called Baxter out, if he’d simply beaten the hell out of the class bully, which he was physically capable of doing. He thought about doing now what he’d failed to do in high school. But if he chose a confrontation, then a fistfight in the schoolyard wasn’t going to settle it this time.

At about midnight, the phone rang, but there was no one there. A little while later, someone was leaning on his  car horn out on the road. The phone rang a few more times, and Keith took it off the hook.

The rest of the night was quiet, and he got a few hours of sleep.

At dawn, he called the Spencerville police, identified himself, and asked to speak to Cliff Baxter.

The desk officer seemed a little taken aback, then replied, “He’s not here.”

“Then take a message. Tell him that Keith Landry would like to meet with him.”

“Yeah? Where and when?”

“Tonight, eight P.M., behind the high school.”

“Where?”

“You heard me. Tell him to come alone.”

“I’ll tell him.”

Keith hung up. “Better late than never.” 

 

 

 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Keith Landry shut off his headlights and pulled the Blazer into the parking lot behind the high school on the outskirts of town. The blacktop lot ran up to the back of the old brick school where bike racks, basketball courts, and equipment sheds stood. Keith saw that mercury vapor lights illuminated the area, but otherwise nothing much had changed since he and his friends used to meet behind the school on summer nights.

He stopped near one of the basketball nets, shut off the ignition, then climbed out of the Blazer. He put his Glock semiautomatic on the hood, took off his shirt, and threw it over the pistol.

Keith took a basketball out of the rear compartment, and, by the light of the mercury vapor lamps, he began shooting baskets, layups and jump shots, and the sound of the basketball echoed off the building in the quiet night air.

He dribbled up to the net, faked a pass, then jumped and put the ball through the hoop.

As he worked up a sweat, he reflected on the other game he’d come here to play, and it occurred to him that  this was not a particularly smart move. He’d lost his temper and had thrown out a childish challenge. “Meet me behind the high school, punk.” Sounded good. But given the circumstances, this could turn out to be a fatal mistake. He knew he could handle the class bully with no problem, but Baxter might not come alone as instructed.

Keith hadn’t brought his M-16 rifle or his bulletproof vest, wanting to be evenly matched with Baxter. But there was no way of knowing what Baxter would show up with. In truth, it was possible that a half dozen police cars with a dozen men would surround him, and if Baxter gave the order to fire, it wouldn’t matter what Keith was wearing or carrying. And Keith had no doubt that Chief Baxter would have a plausible legal scenario worked out for the death of Keith Landry.

Keith took a short break and looked at his watch. It was seven forty-five P.M. He tried to make an informed guess as to Baxter’s response to the challenge. If it was true that the boy is father to the man, then Baxter would come, but not alone. However, the picture painted by the Porters was of an egotistical and conceited personality who might very well underestimate his enemy; the type of man who’d like to saunter into the station house with the news, “I just killed a bad guy out at the high school. Send a meat wagon.”

He continued playing his solo game as the sky got darker. He decided that if Baxter did come alone, Baxter might never return to the station house. Keith had had a few homicidal rages in his professional career, and he was surprised at how badly he wanted to kill Cliff Baxter. No doubt this had been building in him a long time and had festered inside his soul. 

Keith glanced at his watch. It was eight P.M. He looked toward the school, then at the open playing fields and adjoining streets, but didn’t see any headlights or movement. He did a series of layup shots.

It occurred to Keith that Baxter’s men knew, more or less, what the problem was between the chief and this guy Landry, and knew that Landry had said for Baxter to come alone. So what was Baxter going to tell his men? That Landry was bothering Mrs. Baxter, but he didn’t want to meet Landry alone? In the world of male macho, this was about as sissy a thing as a guy could do. Keith realized that consciously or unconsciously, he’d put Baxter in a situation where he couldn’t ask for help without looking like a total wimp, so he had to come alone, or not come at all and live with the consequences of his cowardice.

At five after eight, Landry knew that, by the unwritten rules of this game, he could leave. But he stayed, shooting baskets, dribbling across the court, but never getting too far from where the Glock sat on the hood of the Blazer. At ten after eight, he was satisfied that he’d lived up to his end of the dare.

As he walked toward his car, headlight beams appeared from around the side of the school, then a vehicle came around slowly and turned toward him, catching him in the beams.

Keith bounced the basketball casually and continued toward the Blazer.

The car, which he could now see was a police vehicle, stopped about fifty feet from him, the headlights still aimed directly at him.

The passenger door of the car opened, and a figure  stepped out. Keith couldn’t make him out in the glare, but he looked taller and leaner than Cliff Baxter. Keith put the basketball down, then took his shirt off the hood of the Blazer, and with it, the pistol. He wiped his sweaty face with his shirt and got his hand around the pistol grip and his finger on the trigger.

The man took a few steps toward him, then called out, “Keith Landry?”

Although Keith hadn’t heard Cliff Baxter’s voice in nearly three decades, he knew this was not him. He replied, “Who’s asking?”

“Officer Schenley, Spencerville police.” The man continued on toward Keith.

“Who else is in the car?”

“My partner.”

“Where’s Baxter?”

“He couldn’t come.” Schenley was about ten feet away now, and Keith saw he was holding something in his hand, but it wasn’t a pistol.

Schenley stopped about five feet from him and asked, “You alone?”

“Maybe. Where’s your boss? Looking for his balls?”

Schenley laughed, then said, “Hey, he wanted to come, but he couldn’t.”

“Why not?”

Schenley held out the thing that was in his right hand, which turned out to be a folded newspaper.

Keith said, “Why do I want that?”

“There’s a story in here you should read.”

“Read it to me.”

Schenley shrugged. “Okay.” He unhooked his flashlight from his belt and trained it on the newspaper. He  said, “This here is the social column… here it is…” He read, “‘At the Elks Lodge this Saturday evening, Chief of Police Cliff Baxter will be honored by the mayor and city council in recognition of his fifteen years as police chief of Spencerville. Mrs. Baxter, the former Annie Prentis, will join Chief Baxter’s friends and coworkers in relating interesting as well as amusing incidents of the chief’s career.’” Schenley snapped off the flashlight. “Okay? He would have been here if he could.”

Keith replied, “He knew about his party long ago. He could have rescheduled our meeting.”

“Hey, don’t push it, fella. The man’s got obligations. Don’t you got nothing better to do on a Saturday night?”

“I can’t think of anything better than clocking your boss.”

The patrolman laughed. “Yeah? Now, why would you want to do something stupid like that?”

“You tell me. Man-to-man, Schenley.”

Schenley grinned. “Well… word is that you and Mrs. Baxter used to be an item.”

“Maybe. Do you think that would make the chief angry?”

“Probably.”

“Do you think he’ll get over it?”

The patrolman laughed again, then said, “Hey, you know how guys are.”

“I sure do. Do me a favor, Schenley. Tell the chief that the next time I make an appointment with him, he should notify me in advance when he knows he can’t make it.”

“I guess he wanted to see if you’d come.”

“I already figured that out. He doesn’t have to wonder  about that. I’m here, and I’ll be here, or anyplace he wants to meet me, anytime. His turn to ask.”

“You’re a cool customer. I’ll give you some advice. Don’t mess with this guy.”

“I’ll give you, Baxter, and the rest of you guys some advice—back off. I’m tired of your bullshit.”

“I’ll pass it on.”

Keith looked at Schenley. He seemed a little less belligerent than the two guys in the park. In fact, Schenley seemed almost embarrassed by this whole thing. Keith said, “Don’t get involved in the boss’s personal squabbles.” Keith put his left hand over his shirt, which still covered the Glock, pulled back on the slide and released it, cocking the automatic with a loud metallic noise that was unmistakable. He said, “It’s not worth it.”

Schenley’s eyes focused on the shirt draped over Keith’s right hand, and he seemed to stare at it a long time, then looked up at Keith. “Take it easy.”

“Take a walk.”

Schenley turned slowly and walked back to the car. Keith picked up the basketball and got into the Blazer. He kept an eye on the police car as it turned and went back around the school.

Keith drove across the playing fields and came out onto a road that bordered the school property. He turned toward town and drove past the Elks Lodge, noting that the parking lot was filled, then turned out into the country and headed for home.

“So, Mrs. Baxter will tell amusing stories about her husband. Maybe she can tell them about his wild weasel.”

He got a little better control of his emotions and said, “Well, what do you expect in a social column?” He  couldn’t believe he felt a tinge of jealousy. “Of course she has an official life as the wife of a leading citizen.” He remembered again how she’d looked at him on the street when they spoke. “Right. The wives of important men and politicians stand by their man and smile even when the guy is an adulterer, coward, and totally corrupt. Comes with the territory.”

He discarded this subject and thought about what had just happened. Obviously, Cliff Baxter felt it important that he show Keith Landry why he hadn’t come. Baxter cared what Landry thought of him. This was nothing new; the class bully was uniquely insecure, which was why he persecuted and belittled people around him while puffing himself up.

And then there were Baxter’s own men, such as Officer Schenley. They knew something, and they wanted to see how the boss was going to deal with it. Keith suspected that unless they were corrupt to the core, they secretly hated their chief. But they also feared him, and, unless and until somebody bigger and badder came along to deal with the chief, they were going to follow orders. Loyalty toward a bad leader was conditional, but you couldn’t count on the troops mutinying or running away. Men were profoundly stupid and sheeplike in the face of rank and authority, especially soldiers, cops, and men in government service. That’s what had almost happened to him in Washington.

Keith saw the porch lights of his house ahead and turned into the dark driveway. Well, he thought, tonight was a draw. But somewhere down the road, one of them was going to score a point, and as far as Keith was concerned, the game was already in sudden-death overtime. 

 

 

 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The next several days passed uneventfully, despite the schoolyard incident. No police cars passed by, the phone didn’t ring in the middle of the night, Baxter did not call to reschedule their showdown, and all was quiet. This was meant to be unnerving, the calm before the storm. But Keith was not unnerved.

At seven o’clock one morning, Keith walked across the road to the Jenkins house and found the family at breakfast, where he knew they’d be at that hour. Seated at the kitchen table were Martin and Sue Jenkins, a couple in their late thirties, and a teenage boy and girl, Martin Jr. and Sandra, both in high school.

Sue invited Keith to have breakfast, but he said coffee would be fine. They talked about the weather, which was definitely cool now, the coming harvest, the possibility of rain, and the Farmer’s Almanac prediction of a harsh winter. Sue thought the almanac was idiotic, but Martin put great faith in it.

The two kids excused themselves to do their chores before school and left. 

Keith said to the Jenkinses, “I know you’ve got chores, too, so I won’t be long.”

“What can we do for you?” Martin asked.

“Well, I just wanted to let you know about that horn honking a few nights back.”

“Heard it. Saw it.”

“I got into a little scrape with the Spencerville police, and they were doing some payback.”

Martin nodded.

Sue said, “They have no business out here. I called them that night, but the desk sergeant said he didn’t know anything about it, so I called Don Finney, the sheriff, and he said he’d check it out. He didn’t call back, so I called him again, and he said nobody at police headquarters knew anything about it.”

Martin added, “We were going to call you and see if you knew anything, but I figured you didn’t.”

“Well, as I said, they got themselves riled up about something.”

The Jenkinses didn’t ask what, nor would they ever ask, but Sue added, “Don is some sort of kin to Cliff Baxter, and they’re two peas in a pod, as far as I’m concerned.”

Keith said, “I’ll try to see that it doesn’t happen again.”

“Not your fault,” Sue said. She added, “Those people are getting out of control. Citizens ought to do something about it.”

“Probably. Hey, the corn looks good.”

“Real good,” Martin agreed. “Good all over the damned state. Gonna be a glut again. Lucky to get two dollars a bushel.”

And that, in a nutshell, Keith thought, was the problem  with farming. Supply always outstripped demand and prices fell. When he was a boy, about ten percent of the American population were farmers. Now it was about two percent, and farmers were a rare species. Yet production kept rising. It was sort of a miracle, but if you had four hundred acres, like the Jenkinses and most family farms did, your overhead ate up your sales. In a bumper year when the prices were down, you broke even, and in a bad crop year when the prices were up, the yield was down, and you broke even. It was the kind of job you had to save up for. Keith said, “Sometimes I think I’d like to give farming a try.”

Sue laughed, and nothing more had to be said.

Keith asked, “Do you want to sell or rent one of your horses?”

Martin replied, “Never thought about it. You need a horse?”

I think I’d like to ride. Pass the time.”

“Hell, you don’t want to own one of them things. They’re more trouble than a hay baler. You just take one out and ride it when you want. The kids only ride on weekends and holidays.”

“Thanks, but I’d like to pay you.”

“Hell, no, they need the exercise. Do ’em good. Just water ’em and wipe ’em off after you ride them, maybe give them some feed. The gray gelding is gentle, but the young mare’s a bitch.” He laughed. “Same around here.”

She commented, “If I see you looking at that postwoman again, you will be a gelding.”

On that note, Keith stood and said, “Thanks for the coffee. Mind if I take one of them now?” 

“Go right ahead. Gelding’s name is Willy, mare is Hilly. Hilly and Willy. Kids named ’em.”

Keith went out to the barn and found the stable door. Inside, the two horses stood in their stalls, feeding. He opened both stalls, and the horses wandered out. Keith slapped them both on the flanks, and they ran out into the paddock.

He went out and watched them awhile. The gelding was sort of listless, but the young mare had a lot of spirit.

He found a bridle in the tack room and approached the mare, getting the bridle on her, then tied her to the fence post while he got a blanket and saddle. He saddled her up and walked her out the gate. Keith mounted and rode toward his farm, across the road, and out toward a wooded area that ran along a creek between his farm and the one to the west.

He got into the trees and rode down to the creek, which was nearly dry. He headed south through the creek bed, following it downstream toward Reeves Pond.

It was quiet except for the flowing water and a few birds. This was nice. His father never kept horses, and most farmers didn’t, because they cost money and had no practical use. Now what extra money a farmer had for fun went into snowmobiles and road bikes, noisy things that went too fast for thinking and looking. Keith liked the feel of the animal beneath him, its warmth and living movement, and its occasional snort and whinny, and they smelled better than exhaust smoke.

He and Annie had borrowed horses now and then and ridden to secluded spots where they could make love. They’d joked that the only place they hadn’t done it was on horseback, and Keith wondered if that was possible. 

He gave the horse its lead, and it seemed content to follow the creek with a good gait.

Any thought he’d had about spending the rest of his life here, he realized, wasn’t possible as long as Baxter was around. He’d let Baxter bait him, and he’d risen to the bait. This was bad strategy.

He reflected on his objective, which was not to engage Cliff Baxter in a contest, but to engage Mrs. Baxter in conversation. If nothing else, he’d like to speak to her one more time, for an hour or two, and resolve whatever issues remained between them. They’d never done that in their letters, and Keith felt he couldn’t get on with his life until he understood clearly how and why they’d parted.

The next item on that agenda, of course, would be to see if they wanted to get back together. He thought she did, he thought he did.

Cliff Baxter obviously was an impediment to that, but it might be better for all concerned if Keith simply went around him rather than take him on. This was what he’d advise a young intelligence man on assignment in a dangerous environment.

The creek widened, and the trees thinned out, and within a few minutes Keith came to the big pond. No one was swimming or fishing, and it looked deserted. He used to come here a lot in the summer with his friends, to sail toy boats, to fish and swim, and in the winter people would build bonfires on the shore and skate or go ice fishing.

He reined the horse to the left and began riding along the muddy shoreline.

If this were actually a mission in a foreign country, he thought, it would be relatively easy to run off with the  enemy’s prize possession. But this was not exactly the same as escaping a foreign country with a codebook or a defector. No, there was another dimension to this problem.

Annie. This was not an intelligence operation, it was old-fashioned wife-stealing, not much different from what tribes and clans did in the past. But in this society, you first made sure the wife wanted to go with you.

It occurred to him that neither he nor Annie, separate or apart, could have Cliff Baxter on their trail for the rest of their lives.

Another option, of course, was to pack up, get in his car, and get as far away from here as he could. But he kept thinking of Annie standing there on the sidewalk, tears in her eyes, and all those letters over the years and the ache he still felt in his heart. “Can’t leave, can’t stay…” And he couldn’t even declare a truce, because Cliff Baxter would just take that as a sign of weakness and step up the pressure.

Keith came around the far end of the lake and started back along the opposite shore.

Maybe, he thought, Cliff Baxter could be reasoned with. The three of them should sit down, have a beer, and talk it out in a civilized manner. “That is the answer to the problem. Right.” No ugly scenes, no bloodshed, no rescues or abductions. “Mr. Baxter, your wife and I love each other and always have. She doesn’t care for you. So be a good fellow and wish us well. The divorce papers are in the mail. Thank you, Cliff. Shake?”

Cliff Baxter, of course, would go for his gun. But if Cliff Baxter had the power of articulate speech, if he were in fact a civilized and clever man, he’d reply, “Mr.  Landry, you think you love my wife, but more likely you’re obsessed with a long-ago memory that has no reality now. Also, you’re a little bored since being forcibly retired, and you’re looking for adventure. Add to that the fact that you don’t like me because of some childhood conflicts, and taking my wife is your way of getting back at me. This is not healthy, Mr. Landry, nor is it fair to Annie, who is going through a rough time now, what with empty-nest syndrome, the pressures of my job, and the realization that middle age has arrived. Annie and I are happy in our own way, and we look forward to my retirement and growing old together. Right, Annie?”

Keith didn’t like what Baxter said at all, because it had a grain of truth in it.

In reality, there would be no such meeting, and Keith Landry, Cliff Baxter, and Annie Prentis Baxter would just stumble and fumble their ways through this, the way most people did, causing maximum damage and hurt along the way. And when it was all finished, there’d be remorse and deep scarring, and no happily-ever-after.

On that note, Keith entered the tree line and found the creek. He headed back to the farm, resolved now to pack his bags and leave home again, as he’d done twenty-five years before, but this time with less expectation of ever coming back. 
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