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THE DOWNFALL OF OUR WORLD started last summer when the stranger came to Ellie Howard’s door.  This was back in the middle of June, the 19th.

This was before Billy Ashley found out the night they’d played in Lawrence, his band had caught the ear of someone important.  This was before he later got the call that this important someone wanted to talk to him about a contract.  Three days after that, Billy Ashley found out the sore throat that was coming on was really throat cancer.  It tore through his body so quickly, within a week of finding out, he’d lost his voice.  Billy was the singer.

This was before the Starmers, Cecil and Judy, paid the down payment on their first home, moved out of the boarding house across from the gas station, and into the two-story colonial off Wesley Road.  They spent the night in their new home.  The next day they discovered the foundation was crumbling, and the wood was chewed almost completely through by termites.  Over the weekend the rear of the house sank six inches and before Wednesday of the next week, another six.  By the following weekend the house leaned back so far it seemed to be staring up at the sky.  That’s when everything inside began creaking and cracking and snapping and the entire second floor collapsed.

*  *  *
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WE DON’T KNOW ANYTHING that happened that June day until Tonya heard Ellie crying for help across the back yard.  Tonya said Ellie must have been in a state of panic because Ellie rarely spoke above a croak anymore; two years earlier she’d survived a fire in the town library with no scars, but severe damage to her lungs.

The Butlers’ storm door swung open, and Tonya stepped out.

“What’s the matter, Ellie?”  But Ellie didn’t need to answer because Tonya saw the man on Ellie’s back porch and asked, “Something I can help you with?”

“No,” he said, “I’m fine.  Just here to talk to Ms. Howard.”

“Ellie, you alright?”

Ellie was barely holding herself up on the fence that separated their yards, and when she spoke, it was her usual hoarse whisper.  Tonya went to her and asked again, “You alright?”

Ellie croaked, “He tried . . . to . . . rape me.  He was grabbing . . . my chest.”

Tonya’s eyes went to the stranger, and she called out, “Dusty, come here.”

The stranger was frozen on Ellie’s back porch.  After a second, Dusty Butler emerged, asking, “What’s up?  Hi, Ellie.”  Dusty gave an uncertain nod to the stranger and came down to the fence.

Tonya said, “This guy tried to hurt Ellie.”

“No, I swear,” he said, “I was trying to help her.”

“Don’t look to me like she needs any help from you,” Dusty said.  “Who are you?”

“Just someone here to help,” he said again.

“Well, why don’t you just get on out of here, okay?  You go and don’t look back and we won’t have no more to talk about.”

“I can’t go yet,” the stranger said.

Ellie was still trying to catch her breath.  Tonya helped her stay on her feet, while Dusty had moved a few feet away from them and was staring at the stranger.

“And why’s that?” he asked.  His fingers were wrapped around the top of the fence.

“I was sent here to help her, and I can’t go until I do.  You don’t understand.  Just let me help her.”

“Tonya, go inside and call Jack.”

“Look, there’s no reason for any of this.  If you could just give me a minute.  All I need is to put my hands on her and—.”

“Alright, that’s it,” Dusty said, and hopped the fence.

The stranger ducked inside Ellie’s house and slammed the back door shut.  By the time Dusty got inside, the stranger had already slid out the front door, down the street.  Tonya left Ellie leaning on the fence and went back inside to call me while her husband took off down the street after him.

*  *  *
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I’D GROWN UP HERE IN Yellow Brook, Kansas—population 257 neighborly folks who always had a minute to help out—with no intention of ever leaving.  I used to watch the old television shows and see the idealized version of the American small town and that was always what I wanted, a place to feel safe, to feel welcome and wanted, a place worth being proud to call my home.  I’d taken the job as sheriff to make sure Yellow Brook maintained that image, and so far, I’d managed to wake up every day knowing my town was just about as perfect a place as one was going to find.  We took care of the town and the town, in turn, took care of us.

I’d gone down to Junior’s to get lunch.  I sat in the first booth, waiting for my order and looking out the window.  When Tonya called, my wife Sarah, who doubled as my dispatcher, took her information, then called me on the radio.  I told Junior to put the food on hold, then got into my cruiser and took off in the direction of Ellie’s house, hoping to intercept Dusty and the stranger.  At Elm I glanced over and saw them bolt through Billy Ashley’s yard, heading in the opposite direction, and I did a U-turn in the street, flipped on my lights and siren, and gave chase.

Whoever this guy was, he was giving Dusty a good run, and didn’t seem to be wearing down at all.  Dusty stumbled and tripped over a plastic kids’ pool in the Harvey yard, but the stranger was speeding along, almost as if he were sailing on the wind.  He headed between two houses, then took a left and glanced back.  Dusty had gained his balance and had, in fact, recovered a lot of distance between them.

The stranger seemed to find another reserve somewhere inside him as he ran even faster.

I watched all this and wondered just who this fellow was, where’d he come from, and what he wanted with Ellie Howard, of all the people in Yellow Brook.  Did he pick her because she seemed, so frail and elderly, the easiest target?  Whoever he was, and whatever he was doing here, I’d do whatever it took to make the man sorry.

I finally caught him out in the open, running down Pine—again, it wasn’t so much running as letting the wind carry him along, this guy was fast—and I stepped on the gas and began to catch up to him.  At the last second, the stranger veered right, down 7th Street, too late for me to make the turn.  Dusty, however, was close behind, but still unable to get the man within his reach.

There came a crackle over the radio.  “Sheriff, this is Cecil, we heard you got a runner.  We’re gonna head him off for you.”

“Copy that, Cecil, he’s on his way down 7th with Dusty Butler giving chase, you cut him off but do not—I repeat not—engage, you hearing me, Cecil?”

“I got you, Jack, we won’t do nothing but stop him.”

I wasn’t sure I liked the way Cecil had phrased that, but right now I just wanted this guy on the
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