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  1


  Elijah Ward had chained himself to the exit door at Wal-Mart again. It was the second time in the last couple of months.


  Ward was about sixty years old. He was six four, and despite his first name he didn’t look much like an Old Testament prophet except for the gleam of fanaticism in his dark eyes. He had a red leathery face and black hair with just a touch of gray in it.


  Besides about twenty feet of towing chain, he was wearing a pair of faded blue denim pants and a short-sleeved blue shirt that showed the bulging muscles in his upper arms. His unruly hair was only partially covered by a Houston Astros cap.


  “You can get in, but you can’t get out,” Ward told the crowd that had gathered in the glassed-in entranceway.


  “That’s right,” a woman said. It was Ward’s wife, Rayjean, who was no more than five feet tall and as thin as a pick handle. She had thin lips and a thin, foxy face. Her thin brown hair was pulled back into a tight bun. “You can get in, but you can’t get out!”


  She was holding a sign tacked on to a piece of wood that might have been a fence picket at one time. The sign had been printed by hand with a black marker. Whoever had made it had taken the time to do it right:


  WAL-MART


  IS


  UNFAIR TO


  THE SMALL-TOWN


  MERCHANT!


  “They’ve ruined your downtown,” Ward told the curious crowd. “Look at all the empty buildings you’ve got, nothin’ in ’em but pigeon nests. Think of all your neighbors that went broke there, just tryin’ to make an honest livin’.”


  “You can get in,” his wife said, waving her sign toward the doors that opened into the store, “but you can’t get out!”


  No one was trying to get in, however. Everyone was too interested in seeing what would happen to the Wards.


  Even the store employees were interested. Most of them had left their positions behind the cash registers and in the departments where they worked to come and see what all the commotion was about. They were all wearing their blue Wal-Mart vests, and they stood just inside the closed glass doors, looking out at the crowd and at the Wards.


  Elijah Ward rattled his chains. “You can get in, but—”


  “—you can’t get out!” Rayjean said.


  “You can get in, but—”


  “They can get out through the back door in the automotive department,” Sheriff Dan Rhodes said, as the crowd made way for him. “Or the manager will just let them out through the ‘in’ doors, the way he did the last time you tried this.”


  “Maybe so,” Ward said, unconcerned about Rhodes’s intervention. “But if they come through the front, they’ll have to duck down under that little bar they’ve got across there to keep people from sneakin’ out that way. Got ’em a guard there, too, that they call a ‘greeter.’ Guard is more like it. They don’t trust folks like I did, back when I had a store.”


  “Things aren’t like the way they were then,” Rhodes said.


  “They sure aren’t,” Ward agreed. “You might as well leave me alone, Sheriff. I’m not leavin’ this time. I’m willin’ to go to jail for my beliefs.”


  “Me, too,” Rayjean said, pumping her sign up and down. “Take me to the pokey, Sheriff. That’s the only way you’ll get me out of here.”


  She was probably serious, Rhodes thought. The last time this had happened, he had been able to talk the Wards into going home peacefully. It looked as if this time it might turn out to be different.


  “People don’t realize what this store’s done to Clearview,” Ward said, shaking the chain, which clinked against the glass of the door. “They think it’s just a good place to buy things on the cheap, and they don’t think about all those empty downtown buildin’s where stores used to be.”


  As Rhodes was well aware, one of those empty buildings had been occupied by Ward’s hardware store, but after ten years of trying to compete with discount prices, Ward had been forced to close his doors. While his profits had declined, along with those of the two clothing stores, the drugstore, and the five-and-dime, he had watched a steady stream of his former customers driving to the big new Wal-Mart on the outskirts of town.


  “It’s competition,” Rhodes told him. “It’s the American way.”


  “Not the way the big boys do it,” Ward said. “The way they do it, there wasn’t any way I could compete with ’em.”


  There was a bit of mumbling in the crowd, and Rhodes wondered if some of them were beginning to agree with Ward. Ward seemed to think so, and he followed up his advantage.


  “They’ve run us small merchants out of business,” he said. “And now they’ve got it all.” He looked around at the crowd. “Look there. There’s Willard Ames. You oughta be ashamed of yourself, Willard, comin’ out here. Your daddy traded with me from the time I first opened up. Bought all his fishin’ rods from me. Lures, too.”


  Ames was a young man in his early twenties, and he looked down at the floor as he spoke. “Well, you don’t have a store anymore, Mr. Ward. And I needed me a light fixture.”


  “You’ll get it, too,” said a man at Rhodes’s back. It was the Wal-Mart manager, Hal Keene, a nervous-looking man with a fringe of graying hair and a potbelly. He was carrying a pair of bolt cutters that he handed to Rhodes. “Here, Sheriff. You cut that chain and arrest that man.”


  Rhodes took the bolt cutters, feeling vaguely guilty. He’d bought a lot of Old Roy dog food at Wal-Mart. Maybe he’d contributed to Ward’s delinquency.


  “You won’t be able to cut this chain,” Ward said, rattling it. “It’s not that cheesy Japanese stuff that you can cut with a dinner knife. It’s a good American chain, left over from my store.”


  Rhodes walked to the door handle and applied the cutters to a link of chain. He pressed down on the long handles and sheared through the chain.


  “Looks like that good old American chain won’t stand up to a solid pair of bolt cutters,” the manager said. He looked around at the crowd. “Made right here in the U.S. of A. We’ve got ’em for sale in our hardware department.”


  Rhodes started to unthread the chain from the door handles. “I’m going to have to take you to the jail,” he told Ward.


  “That’s just all right with me,” Ward said. “I told you I was willin’ to go.”


  “What’s the charge?” Rayjean demanded, menacing Rhodes with the sign. “Since when is it a crime to stand up for what’s right?”


  “You’ll have to come, too,” Rhodes told her.


  Rayjean drew back the sign. “You bet I will. That way we can both sue you for false arrest.”


  “I’m takin’ my chain with me,” Ward said. “You can’t take my chain away from me.”


  “I’ll have to confiscate it,” Rhodes said, gathering it up. “It’s evidence.” He looked at Ward. “Are you coming?”


  “I guess,” Ward said. “Come on, Rayjean.”


  The two of them walked ahead of Rhodes out to the county car. Some of the crowd trailed along behind, while others went on into the store to get their light fixtures or bolt cutters or whatever it was they thought they needed.


  Rhodes put the chain in the trunk of the car. Then he took Rayjean’s sign and put it in there as well. After that, he got the Wards seated in the back and closed the doors.


  Before he got into the car himself, Rhodes turned to say a few words to the people who had come out of the store to watch.


  “You can all go on back inside,” he said. “Nothing else is going to happen here.”


  Hal Keene was standing in the door to the entranceway. “We’ve got a special on Sam’s Cola,” he told the crowd. “You’ll need to stock up on it for the hot summer days that’re coming up.”


  The word “special” worked like magic and, forgetting about the Wards, the rest of the crowd turned back toward the store, everyone eager to get a good deal on Sam’s Cola.


  “I’d like to talk to you a minute,” Rhodes told Keene as the manager started to follow the crowd back inside.


  “What?” Keene said. “You want me to go down and swear out a complaint? I’ll be glad to.”


  “I’d just as soon you didn’t,” Rhodes said. “What I want you to do is take the outside handles off those exit doors, like I told you to the last time Lige did this. You don’t need handles there, anyway.”


  Keene looked miffed. “He’d just chain himself to the entrance doors if I did that.”


  “Maybe not,” Rhodes said. “I’ll have a little talk with him.”


  Keene pulled a handkerchief out of his back pants pocket and wiped his face and the top of his head. “Lot of good that’ll do.”


  “We’ll see,” Rhodes said.


  He left Keene and went back to the car. When he got in, he turned to the Wards, speaking to them through the screen that separated the front and back seats. “Disturbing the peace, creating a nuisance—”


  “What’re you talkin’ about?” Ward said.


  “The charges,” Rhodes told him. “You asked about the charges.”


  “No, he didn’t,” Rayjean said. “I did. Anyway, those things are just picky little misdemeanors. You can’t keep us in jail for ’em.”


  She was right, so Rhodes didn’t bother to answer her. He started the engine and turned on the air conditioner. The cool air hit him in the face, drying the sweat. He put the car in gear.


  “Wait a second, Sheriff,” Ward said before the car got rolling.


  Rhodes turned in the seat. “What’s the matter?”


  “Look at the parking lot,” Ward said. “Not a vacant parkin’ space in sight. People so thick you couldn’t stir ’em with a stick.”


  Rhodes admitted that the lot was crowded.


  “Now look over there at that grocery store,” Ward said. “Covered up, right?”


  The supermarket was almost as crowded as the discount store. There was hardly a vacant space in its parking lot, either.


  “Remember what it used to be like downtown on a Saturday?” Ward asked. “Two big grocery stores, the A & P and a Safeway, both of ’em doin’ a land-office business, with the Piggly Wiggly goin’ strong too. Not to mention the mom-and-pop stores all over town. How many of those are left?”


  Rayjean didn’t give Rhodes time to answer. “Just one,” she said. “Where the Safeway used to be, but it’s an H.E.B. now. All those little stores, there’s not a one of them left.”


  “That’s right,” Ward said. “And you remember Duke and Ayres and Perry Brothers? Gone. And the JC Penney? That’s gone, too, just a vacant buildin’ there in the middle of the block. There were four drugstores, but there’s just one of ’em left. And the Western Auto’s gone. Used to be, you could hardly walk on the sidewalks downtown on a Saturday, but you go down there now, there won’t be a single soul. They’re all out here at the Wal-Mart.”


  “And what about that preacher?” Rayjean asked. “The one that used to set up on the corner downtown and set that speaker out on his car hood and preach all afternoon. You think any body’d listen to him if he set up out here?”


  “Probably not,” Rhodes said. He wasn’t too sure that anyone had listened to the preacher even in the old days.


  “The world’s changed,” Ward said. “And it ain’t changed for the better, you can bet on that. There’s not any downtowns anymore. There’s not anywhere that you can go and walk around and see your friends. There’s not anywhere a man can set up a small business and sell to his neighbors. The big boys have put a stop to all that.”


  “Maybe so,” Rhodes said, “and maybe it’s not all for the good. But that doesn’t mean you can go chaining yourself to the doors and try to drive away the customers.”


  Ward sighed. “I guess you’re right about that. I guess we can’t ever go back to the way it was.”


  “No,” Rhodes said. “We can’t.”


  “It’s a damn shame, though,” Ward said. “Don’t you think it’s a damn shame, Sheriff?”


  It was a good question, and Rhodes was sorry that he didn’t have an answer for it. He backed the car up and drove out of the parking lot.


  “I don’t see why you just let ’em go like that,” Hack Jensen said. He was the dispatcher for the Blacklin County Sheriff’s Department, and he liked to have a say in the way things were done. Seeing the Wards get off with a visit to the justice of the peace and a fine didn’t sit right. “That Lige Ward’s been nothin’ but trouble since he closed his store. He oughta get himself a job. That way he’d have somethin’ to do instead of causin’ problems for other folks.”


  Hack had a point, Rhodes thought. Not only had Ward chained himself to the Wal-Mart doors twice now, he’d been in a fight at the Palm Club one Saturday night, and Rhodes had gone out to Ward’s place in the country twice, responding to complaints by Ward’s neighbor, Press Yardley.


  “Hack’s right,” Lawton said. Lawton was the county jailer, and Rhodes knew he was in trouble as soon as Lawton took Hack’s part. Most of the time, the two old men didn’t agree on anything. “Lige is headin’ for trouble.” Hack nodded. “You better listen to what we’re tellin’ you, Sheriff.”


  Lawton leaned his broom against the wall. “Yep. If you don’t do somethin’ about Lige now, he’s gonna get in some real trouble later on, if he’s not already.”


  “Do you know something I don’t know?” Rhodes asked.


  “Hah,” Hack snorted. “Don’t we always?”


  “Like what?” Rhodes said. He was genuinely curious. Though Hack and Lawton seemed to spend their lives in the jail, they actually got around more than Rhodes did, and they often heard things that people wouldn’t tell the local sheriff.


  “Well,” Hack said, “like this here computer.” He looked fondly at the monitor and the big gray box it sat on. “I kept tellin’ you for years that we needed one, but you wouldn’t listen. You were just like Lige, tryin’ to keep on livin’ in the past. I was right, though. You—”


  “He’s not talkin’ about any computer,” Lawton said. He was no more fond of the computer than Rhodes was. He was past seventy, but with his round, unlined face he looked like a slightly overage cherub. “He’s talkin’ about important stuff. Like Lige Ward.”


  That was more like it, Rhodes thought. “That’s who I was talking about, all right,” he said.


  “I’m not the one implied that I knew anything about Lige,” Hack said, looking hurt. “And I bet Lawton don’t know anything, either. He just likes to run his mouth.”


  “I’ve heard a few things,” Lawton said. “When you don’t spend all your time hangin’ out with wild women, you hear a few things.”


  “You take that back,” Hack said, standing up. He was as old as Lawton, but he was tall and thin, with a thin brown mustache. “Miz McGee ain’t no wild woman.”


  Now that things were back to normal, Rhodes relaxed. “If you two can quit jawing at each other, maybe one of you could tell me what it is you know about Lige Ward.”


  Hack sat down. “I can’t tell you a thing. I spend all my time hangin’ out with wild women. You’ll just have to ask Lawton. He’s just jealous, anyhow.”


  “I ain’t jealous,” Lawton said. “I don’t care how you spend your time. It don’t mean a thing to me.”


  “Never mind that,” Rhodes said. “Tell me what you’ve heard about Lige.”


  Lawton got a thoughtful look on his face. Rhodes waited expectantly, while Hack looked at his computer monitor as if maybe there was something there in the glowing letters that Rhodes couldn’t read from across the room.


  “I can’t remember,” Lawton said after a minute.


  Hack laughed. “I may be runnin’ with wild women, but at least I ain’t lost my mind yet. You’ve got oldtimer’s disease, Lawton, that’s what you’ve got.”


  It was Lawton’s turn to have his feelings hurt. “Don’t neither. I know I heard somethin’. I just can’t think of it right now.” He looked over at Rhodes. “But it’ll come to me sooner or later.”


  Rhodes nodded. “You let me know when you think of it.”


  “Seems like it had somethin’ to do with chickens,” Lawton said.


  But he didn’t think of what he’d heard until a few days later, and by then Rhodes had pretty much forgotten about the whole thing.


  It all came back to him, though.
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  Rhodes got the call on Sunday afternoon when he and Ivy were watching Randolph Scott, a particular favorite of Rhodes’s, on videotape. One of Ted Turner’s cable channels had run six or seven of Scott’s movies back to back, and Rhodes had recorded as many of them as he could get on a single tape. The one they were watching was Decision at Sundown.


  “I never believed those rumors,” Ivy said, taking a handful of the air-popped corn from the bowl on the coffee table.


  Rhodes took a handful too. He preferred his popcorn soaked with butter and heavily salted, but Ivy insisted that there was far too much fat in such a concoction. So he settled for what he could get.


  “What rumors?” he asked.


  “You know,” Ivy said. “The ones about Randolph Scott.”


  Rhodes had never heard any rumors about Randolph Scott. He asked again, “What rumors?”


  Ivy shook her head, making her short hair dance. “Oh, you know. The rumors that he was gay.”


  Rhodes sat up straight, nearly choking on his popcorn and forgetting all about the movie. “What?”


  “Well, you know. He was rooming with Cary Grant, and there was that photo of the two of them, and Grant was wearing a woman’s dressing gown …”


  “You’re making this up,” Rhodes said.


  Ivy laughed. “No, I’m not. It’s all true. I heard those rumors when I was in high school.”


  “Well, I didn’t,” Rhodes said. “And I don’t believe them.”


  “Me neither,” Ivy said.


  The phone rang then, and Rhodes was just as glad. Somehow he didn’t feel like watching TV anymore. Not that it made a bit of difference, even if Randolph Scott had been gay, which Rhodes didn’t believe for a minute, but still …


  “Hello,” he said.


  “Sheriff?” It was Hack. “I wouldn’t bother you, but Ruth’s down at Thurston, and we got a little trouble you need to know about.”


  Ruth was Deputy Ruth Grady. Even with her out of town, Rhodes knew Hack wouldn’t ordinarily call him at home on a Sunday afternoon if there weren’t some sort of emergency.


  “What is it?” he asked.


  “Got a call from down toward Sand Creek. Seems like there’s some shootin’ goin’ on.”


  “What kind of shooting?”


  “Didn’t say. Prob’ly just some kids hoo-rawin’ around. But there’s a baptizin’ in the creek today, and the shootin’s coming from pretty near that shallow place that Brother Alton likes to use.”


  “I’m on the way,” Rhodes said.


  Sand Creek was about a mile out of Clearview, and it was running just about full owing to the heavy rains at the end of May a week earlier, probably the last good rains before fall. The conditions weren’t the best for a baptizing, but the place that Brother Alton Downey of the Free Will Church of the Lord Jesus liked to use was about as safe as any. The bank sloped gently there, and even when the creek was full, a man could pretty well immerse someone without getting out in the creek to where there was enough of a current to cause a problem.


  Rhodes pulled off to the side of the county road and parked his car as close as he could to the wooden bridge that spanned the creek. There were several other cars already parked there, all of them belonging to the members of Brother Alton’s church. Brother Alton’s old black Cadillac Fleetwood was in front of all the others.


  As soon as he opened his car door, Rhodes could hear gunshots.


  He could see where they were coming from, too. There were three young men stumbling awkwardly along the creek bank, and every time there was a clearing in the trees that lined the bank, the men stopped. One of the men would steady his right hand with his left and fire a shot or two through the opening in the trees, and all three men would jump and yell. Then the man who had fired the pistol would hand it to one of the others, who would take his turn at the next clearing.


  They were shooting at a portable toilet that was floating right down the middle of the creek.


  It looked to Rhodes a little bit like a silver bullet with its base submerged in the water. There were silver grilles around the top near the roof, and there was some lettering on one side, but Rhodes couldn’t make it out.


  What he could make out was the consternation on the faces of Brother Alton and those members of his small congregation who had gathered for the baptizing. They were standing calf-deep in the muddy water of the creek, hearing gunshots and looking at the silver outhouse that was about seventy yards away and bearing down on them.


  Rhodes walked down to the creek bank through the tall green weeds and grass. There were quite a few pairs of shoes lined up just at the edge of the grass.


  “You about finished with your business, Brother Alton?” Rhodes asked.


  Brother Alton was tall and thin, and he had on a black suit, a white shirt, and a wide black tie. His pant legs were rolled up to his knees, but they were wet anyway. He wore rimless glasses that reflected the sunlight, and his face was crosshatched with wrinkles.


  “It’s the Lord’s business we’re doin’ here,” he said. “And I’m not so sure we’ll be able to finish it. Sister Midgie is mighty upset with all the shootin’, and we can’t get her completely immersed. You know a baptizin’s no good if you’re not completely immersed.”


  Sister Midgie looked at Rhodes miserably. Her hair hung wet and lank, water dripping off the ends of her bangs and running down her face. Her clothes were thoroughly soaked. It appeared that there had been several unsuccessful attempts at complete immersion.


  “I’ll put a stop to the shooting,” Rhodes said. “But I’m not sure what I can do about the toilet.”


  Brother Alton’s lip curled at the mention of the toilet. Rhodes supposed that it was all right to talk about gunshots at a baptism, but portable toilets were something else entirely. Rhodes decided to get back to a more tasteful topic.


  “You just relax, Sister Midgie,” he said, “and go on and get baptized so you can get out of that water.”


  “I’ll try, Sheriff,” Sister Midgie said.


  “Good,” Rhodes said. “You go ahead with your ceremony, Brother Alton, and I’ll go see about those boys with the pistol.”


  “Drunks,” Brother Alton said, drawing himself up self-righteously. “Slaves of the Demon Rum, and on the Sabbath Day, at that.”


  It was more likely the Demon Lone Star Beer than the Demon Rum, Rhodes thought, but there was no use in getting into a theological argument with Brother Alton. Rhodes started walking through the deep weeds toward the three men with the gun. His feet squished occasionally on the still-soaked ground.


  After he had covered about ten yards he looked back over his shoulder. Brother Alton had his thumb and forefinger clasped over Sister Midgie’s nose, the palm of his hand covering her mouth. All of her below her shoulders was submerged, and she was sinking fast. Rhodes figured that this time the baptism would
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