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PART ONE




Chapter
One

By now, after four
months of coming here, Kelsey knew their faces and what they’d done
time for.

The fat man with the high-pitched voice had
killed his wife during a drunken argument. The bald, nervous guy
had been the number-two man in a professional car theft ring. The
handsome, well-dressed man who looked like a banking executive was
a child molester. The twitchy Puerto Rican had been a minor drug
dealer.

Walter James Kelsey hated the parole office.
It was one big room stuck up on the third floor of an
eighty-year-old building in the worst section of downtown. The aged
elevator scared the shit out of him and the men’s room overwhelmed
him with the choking scent of Pine Sol. The waiting room was small
and gray and the tile floor looked as if it had never been mopped.
He always had the claustrophobic feeling of being trapped on a
submarine on the gray bottom of an eternal gray ocean from which
there was no escape.

The people in parole were even worse. There
were two secretaries and a receptionist and each of them was
seriously overweight. Nobody he’d even care to fantasize about. He
considered their weight problems an affront, as if they were
purposely trying to turn him off, like giving him saltpeter or
something.

The parolees were no better. Most of them
brought their wives or mothers and in the silence between turning
magazine pages and listening to the phones explode every half
minute or so, Kelsey could hear all the whispers. Now you be
sure to be real nice to him this morning, Jimmy. None of your sass
or back talk. You know how you get. He’s a good man and he’s just
tryin’ to do a good job.

Wives. Moms. Kids. All scared that Daddy was
going to piss off his parole officer and head directly back to the
slammer, which was no fun to visit at all.

Wimps. Wusses. Girly men.

Kelsey had no time for any of them.

“Mr. Kelsey.”

He looked up at the fat receptionist and
recognized immediately what he saw in her eyes. A singularly
handsome man was Walter James Kelsey, a man accustomed ever since
Mrs. Bradshaw’s kindergarten class to having females of every
variety fall helplessly in love with him. And this morning he saw
that his classical features and blue, blue eyes and impish smile
had claimed yet another victim.

When he reached her desk, she said, “That’s a
nice jacket. It must be suede.”

He nodded. “Yeah. I inherited it from my
uncle last year. When he died, I mean. Cancer. He was pretty much
like my own father to me.” And there was an appropriate little
catch in his throat.

That was another thing about Walter James
Kelsey. Guy could lie like you wouldn’t believe. He especially
loved to tell the ladies sad stories. Watching them tear up was
even more fun than watching them getting all hot and bothered when
he made his moves.

She put a pudgy hand on his. “I’m sorry. I
really am. About your uncle, I mean.”

He nodded solemnly, enjoying the hell out of
the tears glinting in her brown beagle eyes. He decided not to
mention the fact that he’d stolen the jacket from a men’s store a
few days ago.

“How’s the job
going?”

“Fine.”

“No more trouble with your boss?”

Kelsey smiled. “You should know. You call him
twice a week.”

The parole offices weren’t offices at all but
rather cubicles formed of cloth-covered dividers. Richard K.
Sloane, the officer in charge of Kelsey’s file, was a dour bald man
whose faded dress shirts invariably bore ink stains and gnarled
white thread where buttons should be. He had made it clear from the
start that he was not exactly an admirer of Kelsey’s.

“You have some objection to my calling your
boss?”

“Nope.”

“Good.” He then went through several pages of
paper, asking Kelsey questions as he scanned the type. When you
signed a parole contract in this state, you were given a list of
things you could and couldn’t do. The couldn’t do’s seemed to far
exceed the coulds. Sloane went through everything and then got to
the final questions, “You been down the hall yet?”

“Not yet.”

“How come?”

“Guy was busy. Thought I’d catch him on the
way back.”

Sloane stared at him a long moment and then
nodded his head, “You wouldn’t have anything to hide, would
you?”

“Nope.”

“Down the hall” meant leaving a urine sample
to be tested for alcohol and drugs, two definite no-nos on the
contract Kelsey had signed.

Sloane made some kind of note on his paper
and then said, “Your surveillance officer said you got home at
ten-thirty the other night.”

Kelsey said nothing. He felt his cheeks
getting hot and red. Sonsofbitches were always checking up on him.
Never knew when or where surveillance officers would show
up....

“You’re not supposed to be out past ten.”

“I must’ve forgot.”

“You think it’s funny?”

“All I said was I must’ve forgot.”

“Yeah. And then you got that little smirk on
your face.” This time it was Sloane’s face that got red. “You come
in late one more time, I’m going to put it down on your record.
Three times and you know what happens.”

Kelsey didn’t want to give Sloane the
satisfaction of seeing him grovel. So he just nodded. Cool-like.
The way Robert Mitchum nodded in the movies. Easy-like. And with a
great deal of contempt.

Sloane closed the file folder and put it on
his desk. From one of the other cons who came here Tuesdays and
Fridays, Kelsey had learned that Sloane had a teenage daughter who
had been raped. So he had a real thing for guys like Kelsey. A real
thing.

“Go down the hall and do your dirty deed,
Kelsey. I’ll see you Friday.”

Kelsey grinned and put his hand out. Sloane
would never shake his hand and that always gave Kelsey a weird
sense of power over the parole officer. When people hated you that
much, they also feared you.

“See you around,” Kelsey said.

Sloane turned away, back to the work on his
desk. Kelsey kind of shook his head and left.

Just after nine the
following night, Kelsey was back in Chicago, his usual stalking
grounds. Tucked in the shadows of the parking garage across the
street from Sacred Heart Hospital, he watched as a young,
fresh-faced student nurse came out to her car.

He was quick as always, covering her nose and
mouth with his gloved hand, pushing her into the wall so she
couldn’t see him. Even with the ski mask, he didn’t want to take
any chances.

He ripped her coat down the middle, pushed up
the skirt of her white uniform, tore away her panty hose, and
entered her. After he was finished, he struck her in the head at
least eight times, enough so that he scared himself a little. Kill
one of these bitches and he’d be on Death Row for sure.

Then, as always, he ran into the night,
leaving her in a moaning, bloody, disoriented heap on the
floor.

He did not relax for many hours after,
sometime during the deep and soundless night when he lay wide awake
on his single bed, watching the shadow play of the autumn trees on
the ceiling of his lonely little room.

It had felt so good
with that bitch tonight; so good.







Chapter
Two

Ten months later

The first time
Kelsey ever saw the girl, she was getting out of a nice Plymouth
station wagon. Her right leg was in a cast below the knee and she
had to hobble on a pair of crutches. But neither cast nor crutches
detracted from the erotic quality of her slightly sullen face and
her young, slightly fleshy body.

At dinnertime, Peg’s Café was always crowded
and this late August night was no exception. The clientele ran to
people from the small farming communities nearby, as well as
travelers who had veered off the Interstate to take the scenic
route. In the autumn months, this part of Illinois, so remote and
hilly, was gorgeous.

Kelsey sat in the car and watched her. My God
but she was something, this little girl. Fourteen, he put her at.
Fifteen max.

She wore a blue sweater and denim cutoffs and
white Reeboks. She stood beneath the overhang of Peg’s, shivering a
little in the chill night air, waiting for her mother to get her
purse from the station wagon. The girl’s young breasts pushed
against the tight sweater; her hips gave devastating shape to her
cutoffs.

He found himself thinking dangerous things,
then smiled as he wondered what that little turd parole officer
would think if he could read Kelsey’s mind right now.

Little bastard would fall all over himself
trying to herd Kelsey back into a prison cell.

The mother joined the girl. She wore a blue
sweater, jeans, and white running shoes. But he sensed she did this
to be comfortable, not to pass herself off as her daughter’s twin.
Even in the faint light of the overhang, he could see that there
was something singularly melancholy about the woman, her shoulders
slumped in a beaten way, her movements awkward and tentative as she
tried to slide her arm around her daughter. Kelsey wondered what
the hell that was all about.

Then he went back to wondering about the
girl. He closed his eyes and imagined how the various parts of her
would smell; and how they would feel; and how she would cry out for
help as he beat her.

His parole officer would definitely freak if
he knew what Kelsey was thinking at this moment. Definitely.

Kelsey sat in his car in the parking lot and
watched the mother and daughter go into the restaurant, the
daughter moving awkwardly on her crutches.

He watched as the chunky high school girl who
served as hostess led them to a green vinyl booth near the
back.

In the good light, the young girl was even
more voluptuous in her blue sweater and tight cutoffs.

Kelsey sat watching
them for a long, long time before he decided just what to do.







Chapter
Three

It was nice to sit
in a cozy restaurant and relax after a long day’s drive. During her
stay in the hospital, the doctors had warned Amy Byrnes that
fatigue could sometimes trigger the depression that she was being
treated for. Be nice to yourself, they had said. Don’t overdo.

“Mom?”

“Oh. Sorry.” Amy smiled. That was another
habit she seemed to have picked up during her two-year battle with
depression. Her mind wandered sometimes. She saw now that her
fifteen-year-old daughter Jane wanted Amy to acknowledge the high
school girl who was their waitress. “I guess I’ll have a chicken
salad sandwich and a cup of coffee.”

“Regular or decaf?” the waitress said.

“Regular, please.”

“Mom,” Jane said. “Are you sure?”

The waitress obviously sensed something amiss
here. Why would the daughter try to warn her mother away from
regular coffee like a child pleading with a parent not to have
alcohol?

“I’m sure, honey. I’ll be fine.”

Jane shrugged as if she didn’t care but a
look of disappointment showed in her quick dark eyes and somewhat
sad little mouth.

The waitress gave them one more curious
glance and then left.

“I did it again, didn’t I?” Jane said. The
disappointment on her face had been with herself not her
mother.

“It’s all right, honey. Just forget it.”

“I didn’t realize it till after I said
it.”

Amy reached out and patted Jane’s hand. “I
know you’re just trying to help me. Coffee used to help keep me
depressed. So it’s natural for you to say something when I order
it. And I appreciate it, I really do. It just means you love
me.”

“But I shouldn’t treat you like a child, Mom.
I really shouldn’t.”

Amy stroked Jane’s hand. “Let’s just enjoy
ourselves, all right?”

Jane grinned. “All right.” Then she winced a
little. Four weeks earlier she’d stumbled over a rock while chasing
a softball. She’d suffered a tibial fracture and had to stay in a
cast for several weeks. Every so often, maybe three or four times
an hour, her fracture gave her some pain.

Their meal was delicious. Amy’s chicken salad
was fresh; Jane’s cheeseburger was thick and juicy.

While Jane visited the rest room, Amy looked
around the restaurant. A lot of the people here seemed to know each
other. There was a real sense of small-town camaraderie. The scene
reminded her of the cafeteria at Mount Hill Psychiatric Hospital.
There had been a real bond between all the patients. At dinnertime
they always talked and laughed intimately, as if they were all
members of the same family. The same way these people in the
restaurant did.

Amy watched Jane walk back from the rest
room. Even leaning on her crutches Jane was beautiful. Still a
little baby fat here and there but that only added to her air of
innocent grace. Of course “innocent” was relative to the times in
which they lived. While Amy felt sure that Jane was still a virgin
and did not indulge in drugs, she had accidentally walked in on
Jane and her ninth-grade boyfriend one night. The boy had jerked
his hand out from beneath Jane’s sweater. And Jane did like to
swear, “shit” being her favorite all-purpose pejorative. “At
least,” laughed a friend of Amy’s, “she doesn’t prefer the F-word
the way my little Donna does.”

Boys, swearing, and a C average. These were
just some of the reasons that Amy’s rich and powerful husband Peter
had fought so bitterly for complete custody of Jane. He insisted
that her penchant for boyfriends and her foul mouth and her
faltering grade-point average were proof that her mother’s
apartment was no place for Jane to live. Then, when Amy had gone
into the hospital for depression, the judge ordered that Jane live
with her father. If there hadn’t been a second trial, she never
would have gotten joint custody, and Jane wouldn’t be with her now.
Peter hadn’t liked that, of course, was in fact very angry, so much
so that he took to calling Amy “unbalanced” and to insisting that
Jane should never be allowed to see her mother outside of Peter’s
house. Of course, when you owned all those television stations, not
to mention the newspapers and the regional magazines, all with
gross annual revenues at a quarter of a billion dollars, you were
used to getting your way....

“Mind if I have a Pepsi?” Jane said.

“Of course not. Why would I mind?”

“Thought maybe you were in a hurry.”

“No. I’m enjoying this.”

“Great.”

Jane ordered her Pepsi.

Amy watched her drink it, thinking of how
Jane used to drain her glass with a straw and then make a face as
if she’d permanently sucked her cheeks into the shape of a prune.
Amy and Jane had always laughed. Peter had always scowled. He
didn’t think it was “proper” for little girls to be so—as he called
it—”vulgar.”

Amy leaned forward and took Jane’s hand and
caressed it.

“Have I told you how much I love you,
honey?”

Jane grinned. “Not more than twenty times in
the last half hour.”

They both laughed.

 



Chapter
Four

A few minutes
earlier Kelsey had left his car in the parking lot and wandered
down the highway to a small, shabby convenience store where he’d
bought a small box of C&H sugar. Then he returned to the
restaurant parking lot.

The woman had been obliging enough to park
down from the large side window of the restaurant so Kelsey could
do what he needed to without being seen.

Of course he needed to be quick.

He glanced around the parking lot. The
restaurant was having its after-dinner lull. No cars in, no cars
out.

He went up to the woman’s car, opened the
flap on the gas tank, unscrewed the tank’s cap, and then opened up
the C&H and poured in a hefty amount of sugar.

He put everything right again, cap on tight,
flap closed snug, and then walked over to his car, started it up,
and pulled out of the lot.

He planned to start following the woman but
he didn’t want anybody to see their two vehicles leaving the
parking lot at the same time.

He sat half a block down, at a drive-up
phone. He laid the receiver between his ear and shoulder and
pretended to be talking.

He kept the window down. It was one of those
sweet late-summer nights when the forty-eight-degree temperature
hinted at autumn but still smelled of summer.

He didn’t wait long.

Nine minutes after he’d pulled up to the pay
phone, the woman and her daughter came out of the restaurant, got
in their car, and left the lot.

He had a good idea of where they’d be headed.
Nineteen miles straight ahead lay the Interstate.

He gave them a two-minute start. Then he put
his car in gear and pulled away from the pay phone.

 



Chapter
Five

“I can’t believe
this,” Jane said as Amy put on her turn signal and prepared to
leave the parking lot. “Still no rock-and-roll station?”

“Just country western.”

“Well, isn’t that supposed to be
popular?”

“Yes,” Jane said, “with hillbillies.” So much
for the rising popularity of country western.

Ever since leaving the Interstate, Jane had
been unable to find a station that played rock and roll. The local
stations tended to formats that included not only country western
but drippy ballads by people like Frank Sinatra and Tony Bennett.
Jane’s tape player was broken.

Amy drove. Jane played with the radio and
tried to find a comfortable position for her broken leg.

In the early night, starlight and a quarter
moon lending the tall rows of corn on either side of the highway a
pearly glow, the air felt and smelled fresh and clean. Despite the
falling temperature, Amy felt invigorated by the sights and smells
of the countryside. For once there was no pig manure to spoil the
bucolic effect.

“How about we get on the Interstate and then
drive till we find the first national motel? You know, a Howard
Johnson’s or a Rodeway or something like that?”

“Sounds good to me,” Jane said, not paying
much attention. “Ssssh!” she said. And put her ear very close to
the built-in speaker on her side of the dashboard. “Listen! It’s
Guns N’ Roses.”

“It is?” Amy said.

She couldn’t hear anything but static.

“If you listen real close, it is,” Jane said,
her head practically sitting atop the speaker now.

Amy watched a large tanker truck come
rumbling toward her. That was the only thing she disliked about
country highways. Big trucks seemed even bigger on such narrow
roads.

After a few more minutes, Jane still pressing
her ear to the speaker, Amy saw the first sign for the Interstate.
They’d left it earlier in the day on this little side trip because
Jane had wanted to see the local Indian mounds so she could do a
report on them for school. Unfortunately, the mounds had been a
disappointment.

Now Amy wanted to be back on the faster and
safer Interstate. She wanted a comfortable bed in comfortable and
familiar surroundings, not one of those little Psycho motels
you always found in small towns. In the morning they’d reach the
Wisconsin Dells, where they would spend a day and a half boating
and swimming.

The first sign of trouble was a gasp from the
carburetor. The Plymouth slowed, then lurched.

“Gosh,” Amy said, “I just had this tuned up
the day before yesterday.”

“It really feels weird all of a sudden. The
car, I mean.”

“It sure does.”

Then, just as suddenly as the gasp had
appeared, the station wagon was all right again.

They went at least two more miles before the
next sign of trouble.

This time the engine stopped completely.

With the power gone, Amy had to use all her
strength to guide the car over to the side of the road.

Sound of gravel crunching as the Plymouth
reached the roadside. Curious smell of gasoline, as if the tank had
backed up or something. And then two abrupt gasps—or wheezes
really—as the poor car seemed to die beneath her.

“Shit,” Jane said.

“My daughter the truck driver.”

Amy thought of getting out of the car and
opening up the hood and looking inside. But what would she be
looking for? As much as she liked to think of herself as a
self-reliant woman, she knew absolutely nothing about cars.

“We’re lost, Mom. And that isn’t funny.”

“We’re not lost, honey. We’re stranded is
all.”

“All? Are you kidding, Mom? We could be here
all night.”

Amy smiled. She had been given to the same
kind of dramatics when she was Jane’s age.

Over the next ten minutes, Amy tried starting
the car several times, always with the same result. It gasped and
choked but refused to turn over.

This car wasn’t going to go anywhere.

By now the night had grown very dark, even a
little bit sinister. There were so many stories of killers taking
advantage of stranded women.

Then Amy realized she was doing just what her
ex-husband would expect her to. Letting her imagination run away
with her. Giving in to panic. Abdicating her responsibility as
adult and parent.

“We’re stranded,” Jane said, sounding as if
they had been marooned on an arctic tundra.

“Honey, everything will be fine.” She looked
down the highway.

Tucked into a copse of oaks at the top of a
hill was a farmhouse. Lights shone in all the downstairs windows. A
pickup truck was parked in the drive.

“I’m sure they’ll let me use their phone,”
Amy said, trying to calm Jane.

“But I can’t walk up there. Not on these
crutches.”

“I can. I don’t like to leave you here but
it’ll only be for a few minutes.”

Jane looked around at the dark night. “God,
just hurry up, will you, Mom? It’s creepy out here.”

“Just keep the doors locked and you’ll be
fine.” Amy leaned over and kissed Jane on the cheek. “I’ll be right
back. You just keep the doors locked, all right?”

“I wish I could play the radio,” Jane
said.

Amy got out of the car, waited until Jane
depressed all the door locks, and then set off.

She could feel the
first sprinkles of the rain the local radio weathermen had been
promising.







Chapter
Six

The farmhouse was
farther away than it looked.

Amy moved at a steady pace, glad she’d
brought her red raincoat along. The drizzle was now becoming rain,
a fact her feet recognized at once. Her running shoes were getting
damp.

The countryside seemed vast. When she turned
around to look back at her station wagon, the vehicle looked far
away, and Jane was little more than a smudge on the other side of
the windshield.

It took ten minutes to reach the up-sloping
gravel driveway belonging to the farmhouse. She passed a country
mailbox but couldn’t read the small, dim letters announcing the
name of the people who lived here.

What could have gone wrong with her car,
anyway? she wondered again. She’d had it serviced at a garage she
really trusted. But now....

She thought of what her mother would say
about her circumstances...if her mother were still alive, that
is.

“You walked out on the one person who wanted
to take care of you for the rest of your life. Peter adores you and
you know it.”

Amy’s mother had been the housekeeper in the
Frank Lloyd Wright home in which Peter had grown up. Amy and her
mother lived in a small cabin just on the edge of the woods, “our
apartment” as her mother always called it. Amy’s father had walked
out on them when Amy was two years old. There followed a
humiliating and frightening two-year period in which Amy’s mother
had to rely on in-laws for charity. She was a proud woman and
accepting such charity debased her. Then she answered the ad that
Mrs. Byrnes put in the Chicago Tribune and soon became Mrs.
Byrnes’ housekeeper. She was unduly grateful to the rich woman for
letting her have shelter, food, a decent wage, and dignity. Because
of where they lived, Amy had gone to grade and high school with
wealthy children. Even though she was quite smart and pretty in a
quiet way, she never became one of them—until seventeen-year-old
Peter, the master of the house, fell in love with her. He never hid
his feelings, neither from Amy nor his mother. And Amy,
appreciative of the attention, believed that she was in love with
Peter, a feeling she never questioned until he began to change her,
to tell her what sort of clothes he wanted her to wear, how he
wanted her to wear her hair, what books she was to read, which
movies she was to see, what friends he wanted her to make. The few
times Amy complained of this to her mother, the woman said, “Do you
know how many girls would like to be in your position? Having a
handsome, rich man be in love with them? You don’t remember what it
was like when we had to practically beg for food and a place to
sleep. You don’t want to go through that, Amy, believe me. I know
Peter has faults—all of us do—but you’d be crazy not to marry him.”
And so she had married Peter, and borne him a daughter, and for
many years tried to be the nice little Stepford Wife he wanted her
to be. But then one day, when he’d criticized a novel she was
reading as “silly,” she realized that if she had once loved him,
she loved him no longer. She realized she wanted a divorce. And so
it had been.

As she turned into
the driveway, starting up the steep gravel slant, the dog appeared
from the shadows beneath the two-story white frame farmhouse.

He was just a mutt of some kind but big and
quick and with a growl that petrified Amy.

As a child, she’d been bitten by a
neighborhood stray. She still recalled being knocked to the ground
and covering her face with her hands as the dog lunged at her.
She’d tried to roll away from him, which was when he’d taken a
sizable chunk out of her calf. She could still remember the
blinding pain and the sense that the animal was going to shred her
into bloody tatters....

“Nice boy,” she said now, putting her hand
out cautiously to show that she meant no harm. “Nice boy.”

But the dog, which was black and white and
which appeared to be an unlikely combination of collie and husky,
leaned forward and barked and snapped at her hand.

She froze.

She was going to get bitten by a dog for the
second time in her life. She had the sense that this time would be
much worse than the first time.

She looked up the hill. She was approximately
two hundred yards away from the farmhouse. She could see the barn
and silo and a hog confinement system. This close, she could smell
the sweet-sour aroma of hog manure.

The dog stood his ground, still growling,
seeming to dare her to take even a single step.

She thought of turning and going back to the
road but what if the dog attacked her from behind?

“Nice dog,” she said again but she almost
smiled at how pathetic her voice sounded in the vast night and in
front of this genuinely angry and perhaps crazed farm dog.

The front door of the house opened. In the
oblong of lighted doorway stood the silhouette of a heavyset woman
holding a shotgun.

“Who are you?” the woman called.

“My name’s Amy Byrnes. My car broke down back
on the highway.”

The silhouette remained in the doorway,
unmoving and unspeaking for what seemed a very long time.

“Roscoe, you leave the woman alone. Do you
understand me, Roscoe?”

He’d still been growling but now, at the
woman’s words, the threatening noise waned and then died in his
throat.

“Roscoe, you get up here.”

Roscoe growled a final time, then turned and
trotted up the hill.

Amy hadn’t noticed till now that she was
getting soaked. “May I come up?”

“Keep your hands above your head.”

Amy almost laughed. This wasn’t reality. This
was a TV show. Amy was being treated like some kind of
criminal.

Ludicrous as it felt, her arms went up in the
air. “Like this?”

“Yeah. Now you walk up here nice and slow.
You get that? Nice and slow.”

Amy moved nice and slow, whatever that
meant.

As she moved, her feet squished in her
running shoes. After this, she’d have to buy a new pair.

Roscoe climbed up on the porch and squatted
next to his owner, who took one hand off the shotgun and patted the
dog on the head.

When Amy reached the front porch, the woman
came to the edge of the steps and looked down at her. Now that the
woman was no longer backlit, Amy could see that she was an older,
frightened-looking lady. “What was your name again?”

“Amy Byrnes.”

“Where you from?”

“Chicago.”

“What’re you doing out here?”

“My daughter and I are taking a little
vacation.”

“Where’s your daughter?”

“In the car. She has a broken leg.”

The woman hesitated.
Then she lowered her shotgun and motioned for Amy to come
inside.







Chapter
Seven

On the way to work
this morning, Sheriff David Webb had made himself a solemn promise:
he would not call his estranged wife Evelyn even once today. He
would let her have a taste of how it was to live utterly without
him. And then maybe she’d realize what she’d done by moving into
the apartment shared by two other beauticians who, like her, worked
in Center City beauty salons.

Of course, just as he had every other day
he’d made himself the same solemn promise, he called her three
times in the morning, twice in the afternoon, and once more in the
early evening.

Each time he’d called he’d felt a real
revulsion for both himself and what he was doing.

Last year, he’d saved a four-year-old girl
from drowning and had been hailed as a hero. But he was no hero,
just a man who, at age forty-two, had been able to hide his various
weaknesses from those around him. Hell, he was acting like a moony
high school boy. He should have cut Evelyn loose the first time he
learned—this was two years ago one night when they’d both had too
much to drink and had been arguing violently—that she’d been
sleeping with one of her male customers, a dapper banker who was
prominent in Rotary, Lions, and Center City’s Presbyterian
church.

He’d tried to cut her loose, of course. He
said he wanted a divorce. He said he never wanted to touch her
again. He said he never wanted to see her again. He’d even tried to
slap her but he couldn’t. He despised men who were physically
violent with women.

He’d let her talk him into “one more try” at
it. They even went to see a marriage counselor, a hearty former
high school counselor who spent an undue amount of time staring at
Evelyn’s breasts and legs.

But about this time it became apparent to
Webb that Evelyn and he had become two very different people. At
Center City High, he’d been a football star; and the same was true
for his two years at the state university, before his father’s
grisly accident out at the concrete plant had ended Webb’s college
days. Evelyn saw them as the golden couple, always at the center of
the local social life, always just a little better than the people
they spent time with. She’d been very happy about Webb going into
law enforcement. She mistakenly saw it as a glamorous job. But she
soon found out otherwise and that was when her disappointment—with
both Webb and herself—set in. Being sheriff meant having a quarter
of the town mad at you for various reasons; working a lot of
overtime when one or more of your deputies called in sick or were
on vacation; hauling bloated purple bodies out of the river;
getting upbraided by the mayor because one of your deputies had the
temerity to arrest his nephew for OMVI; and watching the state
legislature, usually strapped for money, give state law enforcement
officers only half of the raise they’d requested.

Actually. Webb liked the job. He enjoyed the
notion that what he did actually made a difference in the life of
his community, whether it was midwifing the Lawrence baby as he’d
done one snowy night a few years ago, or carrying a ten-year-old
boy up from a deep quarry after the boy had been shot by his older
brother in a hunting accident. He did none of these things because
he was an altruist; he did them because they pushed back boredom,
because they gave him the same kind of thrill that playing football
had, a sense of risk, a sense of accomplishment, a sense of his
life having a simple human purpose.

Five years ago, her own life not sharing any
of the purpose that her husband felt, Evelyn had started sleeping
around. This was long before the dapper banker. She told all this
to Webb while they sat in the smoky little office of the marriage
counselor. Except for the banker, all her assignations had been
carried on in the Quad Cities, usually Rock Island, where nobody
knew her. She had not wanted to embarrass Webb. She told the
counselor that she’d slept with other men because she was aware
that her only true gift—her beauty—was
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