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ONE 
 
IN THE SODDEN HEAT AND THE SUMMER SWELTER of the warmest evening of the 
hottest summer, in Iowa, in the middle of July—a semiformal dinner dance, at the country club, 
in Linwood. Outside, past the shimmer of window glass, a glowing hover of low-hanging haze. 
A ribbon of flat green fairway rolling down toward the darker gash of a running creek. A throng 
of trees shot with the sparkle of fireflies. Inside, a crowded ballroom, the press of dancers and 
diners and drinkers, round tables draped in cloths of white damask, the heads of thick-petaled 
flowers nodding on stems in crystal vases, heavy-handled silverware, gilt-edged china, the glass-
and-flame cascade of a chandelier. 

A waiter's black hair, glossy with brilliantine and sweat; a woman in a silvery dress rolling 
her hips and snapping her fingers behind the microphone on the carpeted platform of a makeshift 
stage. Head lolling back, throat exposed. Behind her, a bald man in a green tuxedo bending over 
a piano. Girls in strapless dresses dancing, rolling their bare shoulders, swinging their full skirts 
below their pinched waists. A zipper running straight up the long slope of a woman's back to 
twine between the angled rise of her shoulder blades. A pearl necklace nestled against the dip 
and swell of a collarbone. A pair of silk shoes with bows on the toes—their fabric dyed to match 
the fragile green stems of the flowers that bloom within the shadowy folds and pleats of a long 
print dress. Men in shirts so white they seem to glow, their collars stiff with starch, their cuffs 
hard and straight as cardboard at their wrists. The rich curl and turn of a paisley tie. A madras 
plaid jacket. Square shoulders, navy blazers, bright brass buttons, the pale blue ripple and crease 
of a seersucker suit. 

Loud laughter rolls from a table in the corner, where three young men are leaning in closer to 
an older woman whose hair has been packed like a yellowy gauze against her skull. A fist is 
slammed down on another table—goblets shudder, water is sloshed. 

And Katherine Von Vechten is reaching out to curl her hand around her husband's arm. She 
nuzzles Bader's shoulder, moves her cheek against its roll, and he tenses under the pressure of 
her touch. His face is shining. Out in the crush of the dance floor, he holds her, lining the hard 
length of his body up to the softer stretch of hers. He is her husband, and she reveals their 
intimacy through the placement of her hands. 

She slips away from Bader, moving through a pause in the music, through a crowd that opens 
up a path in its midst for her. At the table, he sits close to her. Katherine's skin is as silky and 
white as the damask napkin that she's unfolded in her lap. He reaches out and yanks the 
diamond-studded gold barrette from the nest of her hair, and he watches its brown cascade, 
rippling like a river down her back. 

Katherine Von Vechten, laughing. Katherine sipping vodka through a thin green straw. Bader 
fidgeting. His face florid, painfully red. He's unbuttoned his collar, and, stretching his neck, he 
tugs at the knot of his tie. When he spreads his hands against the tablecloth, they look to him to 
be as coarse and raw and heavy as slabs of meat laid out on a fold of butcher paper. The vodka in 



the tiny fluted cavity of Katherine's crystal goblet is cold and sharp and clear; a sunken olive 
swims near the stem. 

Katherine tapping her long fingernails. Her laughter holds the hollow sound of ice cubes 
rattled against glass. She fiddles with the platinum chain that's looped in the hollow of her throat. 
The diamonds in her earrings glint in the candlelight, bright and cold and sharp as stars. 

But Bader's own restlessness is turning in his stomach; it squirms in his throat, and he's afraid 
that it might begin to strangle him. What's wrong? Well, for one thing, the heat. 

"I can't stand this anymore," Katherine is saying. He looks at her with lowered chin and 
hooded eyes, and he wants to ask her, What? She can't stand what anymore? The heat? The 
noise? Her life? Him? 

"It's killing me," she sighs, and he wonders whether he's heard her right. "You're killing me." 
Is that what she's said? Music and movement roar in his ears. 

He dips his fingers into her drink. He dabbles at her temples with the melting chips of ice. He 
fans her face with the sweep of his hand. 

Katherine is standing, and she's pulling on Bader's arm. They've separated themselves from 
the swelter of the crowd, moving out of its tumult and its din—so many bodies writhing into the 
beat of the music, turning on the glassy surface of the ballroom floor. Katherine leads the way, 
and Bader winds behind her, following along the opening she's made for him, through the 
dancing throng. She threads a tunnel toward the exit; her arm is stretched out behind her, with 
Bader's hand clasped over hers. Her hand is like a fluttering, soft spirit that he's somehow 
managed to capture, for the moment, in the pocket of his palm. Katherine has brought Bader out 
of the crowd, through the arched doorway and into the hushed formality of the club's front room. 
And then he's seated on the velvet cushion of a reading chair. His feet have been planted side by 
side on the deep pile of the carpet as he leans forward toward his wife with his elbows on his 
knees, his hands hanging, long thin fingers curled into fists. When he says to her, "I love you," 
she looks at him and asks, "Do you?" Her eyes are solemn, steady, openly regarding him, waiting 
for him to answer. He returns her look, and he smiles, and he shakes his head. He reaches across 
the space between them to touch her shoulder, to take her hands, to pull her body over onto his. 
He brushes away a strand of her hair with the flange of his thumb. Her dress is a shimmery blue, 
deep as midnight, held up over the billow of her breasts by thin straps that wrap her shoulders 
and squeeze her flesh. Her skin shines, white and smooth as glazed snow. 

Katherine is drunk. She wavers, perched on the ledge of Bader's knee, so slight that she 
seems to be almost weightless there. When she lets her head fall back, her long hair purls. She 
closes her eyes, wags her head to the music, dim, and swings her leg. The single stone on the 
platinum chain around her neck, an opal, flames. 

"Let's go," he whispers, his lips brushing the hard curved folds of her ear. 
She smiles, ducks her head. "This way," she says. 
And then Katherine is ahead of him, with her hands clutched and folded, prayer-like, against 

her throat, under her chin. Bader's knuckles prod her from behind. His fist is a hard ball that rolls 
in the small of her back. 

The sharp points of Katherine's heels peck at the cream colored carpet and leave a serpentine 
trail of dime-sized circles in its pile. To a stairway, half hidden, in the corner, leading off and up 
into some strange darkness beyond. The wall on one side of the staircase is lined with framed 
botanical prints—halved apples and apricots, cherry blossoms, fir trees, water lilies, 
pomegranates, and palms. 



Bader follows Katherine. Her laughter bubbles upward. He stops her, turns her toward him, 
presses her back against the wall, and kisses her. A picture has come off its nail; it slides down 
behind her and crashes on the stairs. The glass is cracked, shattered, scattered over the carpeting 
like cold, bright chips of ice. Startled, Katherine has tripped away from him. 

The corridor at the landing is narrow and long, brightened by a moonstruck bank of paned 
glass windows, laced with the leaves and curled stems of ivy that struggle up the brick walls and 
burrow for a foothold in the wood of the ledges outside. Katherine staggers, puts out a hand, 
pecks at the window glass with her nails. 

At the end of the hall, a door. Bader has stopped, but Katherine insists, she drags him on. She 
pulls at him, wobbling on her high heels. This is her idea, then, not his. That's an important point, 
one that he'll remember, later, to make. "It wasn't my idea," he'll hear himself say, his voice 
rising. "It was hers." 

She's tugging at the hem of her dress. She's curled her hand around the glass knob, and she's 
turning it, and at her urging, the door swings away and opens silently, inwardly, in. 

"Katherine, I don't think...," Bader has begun, or has he? Does he try to stop her? Does he try 
to talk her out of it? Does he reach to pull her back? He won't remember. He won't know. His 
voice trails off, words drifting, drowned out by the roaring in his ears and the faint music that's 
playing, muffled, far away and dim. She's stepped away from him, over the threshold into the 
empty room. Her laughter echoes ahead of her, and then it comes rushing back to him. At her 
feet, the floor is like a glowing stage, lit from below. And in it, shadows, dancing.  The sputter of 
Katherine's high heels is a hollow sound, like the tap of a fingernail on slate, or the gentle tinkle 
of silver on glass, and Bader's hand, sweeping the wall inside the door, finds a light switch. He 
nudges it upward, and flips it on. 

And then he understands where they've come. 
There, outside that closet, at the top of those stairs, at the end of that hall. In a room that had 

been safely sealed off during the first remodeling of the Linwood Country Club, when the roof 
was raised over the ballroom and a third story built up on top. Money saved, pennies pinched—
instead of boarding over the old skylights above the dance floor, the carpenters simply enclosed 
them in closets, behind what were supposed to be closed and locked and bolted doors. 

But this one was not closed. And it was not locked. It was not bolted. It yawned. It gaped. It 
was a trick. It was a trap set to catch Mr. and Mrs. Bader Von Vechten, to ensnare the two of 
them, in different ways, but both at once. 

Bader lurched forward to grab hold of Katherine and snatch her back to him, but, too late, 
already she'd tripped nimbly beyond his grasp. Slight and quick, she turned, and she spun. She 
was walking on the surface of a mirror. She was dancing on a skylight; she was turning on a 
floor that was made out of glass. 

Bader's fingers tangled briefly in the smoky mist of her hair as Katherine, blinded by the 
glare of the overhead bulb, slipped farther from his reach—her long legs, her high heels, her 
tippy toes, as dainty as a water spider stepping gingerly across the sticky, taut surface of a pond. 
And then, abruptly aware of where she was, her impossible position, she stopped. She froze. 

"Hush, Katherine," Bader whispered. As if sound were weight. "Don't move," he said. "Don't 
breathe." He stretched his hands out toward her, his palms up, his fingers spread to prop the void 
around her and contain her in that vacuum of empty space, levitate and hold her there be fore 
him, weightless, suspended in thin air. 

Her dress hissed against her body as she lifted up one foot, daintily. She spread her arms and 
raised her hands. Her skin seemed so white it would burn his eyes and blind him, like a hillside 



glare of sun-reflected snow. She dropped her chin and eyed the pointed toe of her shoe against 
the plane of frosted glass that shimmered with shadows and light from the swirl of movement on 
the crowded dance floor below. She raised her eyes, and she smiled at Bader. She lifted first one 
foot and then the other. She twirled, wobbled; regained her balance, spun. He could hear the 
maddening click and clack of her heels against the glass as she attempted an awkward, drunken 
pirouette, like a music box ballerina, broken, bent, on a perfect circle of mirror. She stumbled, 
and she stopped herself, hands out. 

"Oh!" 
And then he could see her fear, as it rose up like a blush into her cheeks. It constricted the 

muscles of her face, knotted her mouth, crumpled her brow—in a minute she might start to 
scream, and he guessed that once she started, she might not be able to stop. 

"Shh," Bader whispered, "shh," and then, "You'll have to lie down, Katherine, slowly, that's 
it, okay, just spread your weight." 

And so Katherine was stooping then, she knelt and her hands groped for balance, her palms 
slid away, her arms spread, like wings. Her dress was hitched up around her hips. She flattened 
her belly and her breasts against the floor, turned her head to the side and pressed her cheek to 
the cool, slick surface of the glass. The music, louder, a distant thrumming sound. One 
fingernail, tapping. And then there was only the gentlest murmur, as a chink took root, and it 
splintered, and there was the cruelest crackle of shattering glass, greedy fingers, a myriad of 
slivers, glittery cracks, eagerly branching, multiplying, radiating away in every direction, like 
intricate lace, a spider's web, and an explosion of crystal, smashed. 

Bader saw the flame of Katherine's necklace, her earrings, her hair like a huge dark wave 
surging upward as she fell, hands and feet waving helplessly, her dress taut across her hips; she 
was floating downward, a petal in a downdraft breeze. She landed with a thunk and a moan on 
top of a table—glasses shattered, china smashed, flowers crushed, a spreading seep of spilled 
water and the splatter of red wine—then bounced and rolled, and sprawling, she fell farther, to 
the floor. 

Bader leaned in through the open closet doorway with his hands braced against its frame, and 
he craned forward, and he peered down through the jagged hole in the frosted glass, and what he 
saw there below him was Katherine's body—so far away, so small, like a moth with its wings 
outspread and pinned, face up, her arms outstretched, one leg twisted back awkwardly, 
impossibly bent, her hair like a dark lace settled on the milky surface of her skin. And the deep 
red blossom of Katherine's blood, unfolding its velvety petals against the gleaming polished 
wood of the dance floor in the ballroom at the country club in Linwood. 

 
*  *  * 

 
Bader Von Vechten is asleep and dreaming. Drowning in his slumber, he floats off on the 

flow of his blankets and his sheets with his long arms raised up over his head and his legs 
stretched out and his bare feet wide-flung. He drifts and rolls with the current of his dream until 
he's slammed up hard against a nightmare jut of rocks—Katherine dancing, music, shadows, 
Katherine falling, Katherine fallen, bleeding, sprawled—and brought thrashing into 
consciousness, painfully aware and brutally awake. 

He flails his legs, kicking off the bed sheets, and, groaning, his head throbbing, he hoists 
himself up into a sitting position against a bank of pillows. He shakes his head from side to side. 
He runs his fingers over his hair, smoothing down its thick, pepper-colored tufts. He sucks on his 



teeth and smacks his lips. He coughs and feels the rattle of phlegm in his chest, the last remnant 
of a recent bout with the flu. He rubs his burning eyes with the balls of his thumbs and then turns 
to peer at the digital clock that sits on the table by the bed. The blur of its glowing numbers 
seems as green as what he can recall of the shine in Katherine's bright eyes. Bader's hand 
trembles as he gropes to turn on the lamp. He squeezes his eyes shut against the sharp stab of its 
light. His hand finds the bottle of scotch that he knows, by way of habit, he's left standing on the 
floor beside his bed. He brings it up to his mouth and sucks on it, gasping. And when he lets his 
head sink back into the pillows, he opens one eye, just a crack, to see the gray envelope on the 
dark tabletop nearby. 

"Dear Mr. Von Vechten," the letter says, "I am returning herewith your check. I hope you 
won't take offense, but I honestly had no idea that my father has been accepting money from you 
all these years, and I was shocked when I found out that this was so. We have appreciated your 
generosity, I'm sure, but can't possibly continue to accept it, under the circumstances, which I'm 
sure you will understand. I hope this letter reaches you. Sincerely yours, Darcy Kimbel Mackin." 

His check, for five hundred dollars, returned. And, then, one thin paragraph of redemption, 
clipped from the local paper, swimming before his eyes. 

Roy Gary Kimbel, 63, of Bell Road in Empire, died Friday in his home. He was born January 
15, 1930, at Linwood, and married his wife, Margaret Kimbel, nee Butler, of Empire, June 21, 
1951. Survivors include his wife, a daughter, and one grandson.  

And so, now, with those few words Bader has been, finally, set free. It's just as simple and as 
stupid as that: the scrawl of Darcy's handwriting on a piece of plain white paper, a smudged 
black framework of sentences on a ragged edged bit of newspaper, torn out and folded over so 
that the crease cuts straight across the center of the vague smear of a man's flat face, then slipped 
into the pocket of a business-size envelope, with a postmark from three months ago and a return 
address stamped in the upper left-hand corner—Bell Road, Empire, Iowa—splattered with the 
yellow stickers that have forwarded it to him from hotel to boarding house to post office box to 
here. 

Bader Von Vechten lies sprawled out on top of his tangle of sheets and blankets and pillows, 
on the sagging mattress of a double bed in a single room at the back of the Skyway Motel, off the 
interstate somewhere in the middle of Nebraska, and, comfortable in the very squalor of it, he 
wallows with a carelessness and ease that he has otherwise forgotten how to have. He takes 
another swallow of scotch and feels the familiar comfort of its gold flame glowing in his throat 
and then his chest. He lights a cigarette and, exhaling a billow of harsh gray smoke, he pushes 
off the last lingering traces of that same familiar dream—Katherine laughing, Katherine dancing, 
Katherine lying, broken, bleeding, limp and pale and still. He allows himself to sink back down, 
to doze again, afloat in a warm pool of health and well-being, rocked and cradled on the waves 
of good luck that seem to be lapping over him, for the first time in what he knows has been too 
long. So, he thinks, Roy Kimbel is dead. 

He squints against the smoke. His hand moves up to his shoulder, and he fingers a round 
raised nub of scar tissue there on the surface of his skin. He thinks of Roy's son, Lee, Darcy's 
brother, a youth standing barefoot in a patch of dirt behind the limestone cottage where Bader 
lived, tossing a pocketknife at the ground. Bader sees again the hard snap of Lee's wrist, the arc 
and plunge of the blade, bright in the sunlight, the shiver of the wooden handle when it caught 
the ground and stuck. Lee's hair falling into his face as he bent to retrieve it, then stood to wipe 
the blade clean against his pant leg. His white T-shirt, torn on one side. His dimpled smile when 
he looked back over his shoulder and saw that Bader was behind him, standing there on the 



porch, leaning on the iron railing, watching him. How quickly Lee had spun then, and in one 
graceful fluid motion he'd raised his arm and brought his hand back behind his head and he'd 
thrown the knife again, toward Bader this time, so fast and hard that Bader, caught off guard, had 
tried to duck away and was nicked by the sharp bite of the blade. It would have hit the porch post 
beside him, Lee insisted, later, as blood spread on the fabric of Bader's shirt. It would have hit 
and stuck there. It was just a trick. If Bader hadn't flinched and moved. If only he'd trusted Lee 
enough to keep still. 

By the time Katherine saw the wound and told him that he should have gone for stitches, it 
was too late. That night, she'd pulled off his shirt, and cupping his shoulders with her hands, 
she'd heard Bader gasp and felt him draw away. Her hair was hanging in her face. She reached 
over and turned the light on beside the bed. The thin strap of her nightgown had fallen off her 
own shoulder. She'd been angry with him. Jesus! What if he'd hit you in the face? she'd 
exclaimed. But he didn't, Bader had answered her. Or what if it had gone into his eye? It hadn't. 
She could feel it in her belly, she told him. His pain. It was an aching that came up from deep 
down inside of her. "Here," she said, taking his hand and pressing his fingertips into her soft 
belly, just above the hard mound of her pubic bone. 

Untreated, the cut had healed badly and scarred. Bader rolls his fingertip over the raised 
flesh, and he thinks of how, over the years, he's allowed the blame for what happened to Lee and 
to Katherine, too, to become a part of him, like this scar. How it's attached itself to him, like an 
extra organ, or a tumor, not growing and taking on shape inside him, but around which he 
himself has grown and molded the contour of his life. So that over the years it's his guilt that has 
come to define him. It's there in the lines on his face and the graying of his hair. In the sag of his 
belly and the softening of his chin. It has informed Bader Von Vechten; it has told him, This is 
who you are, and this is what you have become. He has taken his substance and his form, his 
way of being, his reason for being, from the shape and the size of his negligence, from the cast 
and the structure of his crime. As if it might be the only one real true thing that he has ever done. 

But now all of that has been simply, elegantly changed. Because, now, Roy Kimbel is dead. 
Now there is nothing left to stop Bader. There is no one who will stand up against him and hold 
him away. He has nobody to hide from, nothing to be afraid of. Now Bader Von Vechten can, 
finally, come back home. 

 
*  *  * 

 
Beyond the windshield of Bader's car, the early springtime landscape seems a drab 

patchwork of brown fields, black soil, sooty snow, and gray trees. The murky loop of a river, the 
straight white line of a road. The dark splash of a lake, the rough-edged cluster of a huddled 
town. The cold air, screaming in through the open windows of his car, sucks his breath away and 
leaves him gasping. The trees that curl toward him from the edges of the highway are brown and 
bare, their trunks blackened and wet. The sky is steely gray, bruising over into night. 

And yet, for all its bleakness and chill, the sight of the familiar farmland warms Bader. As he 
slows on the main streets of the small towns that crowd up against the meandering line of the 
highway, he sees people working in their yards, walking the sidewalks, and driving in their cars, 
and among them are faces that seem as familiar to him as if he might be able to call out to them 
by name—wide-hipped girls in leather shoes and long skirts and their rangy boyfriends in hats 
and jeans and hooded sweatshirts that bulge out under their quilted vests. Girls in dingy white or 
pink nylon parkas with fluffy, fur-lined hoods. Men in overalls and raveled sweaters and steel-



toed boots. Women with bulky purses and zippered snow boots, their hair flattened by scarves or 
bristling with plastic curlers and copper pins. 

For years he's avoided this place, drifting from one part of the country to another, dodging its 
center, circumventing its heart, and his only contact has been the canceled checks that came back 
to him with the angry scrawl of Roy's endorsement on their backs. 

From the interstate, Linwood is at first only a glow in the distance. It shines on the horizon, 
its lights seeming to draw Bader near, and as he approaches its outskirts, he begins to feel a 
shimmer of recognition and a sense of wellness and of welcome. He follows the sweep of 
highway along the outer edge of the city, past the bright new lights of the car lots and movie 
houses and discount stores, and he can see now how much things here have changed while he's 
been away. Shopping malls and quick-stop stores are wrapped around certain corners that he can 
remember at one time had sidewalks and houses and fences and driveways and yards. Some 
streets seem to have been altered altogether, rerouted to cut through a neighborhood where he 
can recall another building, a fence, an alley, or a dead end. The white bungalows beside the 
river look bright and newly painted, and the whole city has expanded, ballooned outward, 
branched farther off onto the flat disk of farmland that surrounds it all the way to the horizon on 
every side. 

By the time he's crossed the old Third Avenue Bridge, past the thick columns of the 
courthouse and the broad post office steps, the gray walls of the banks and office buildings, the 
lighted signs and windows of businesses and restaurants and department stores and shops, Bader 
has begun to feel as lost as if he's a stranger here, in the tangled knot of streets in downtown 
Linwood. He cruises blocks that he thinks should be familiar to him, past storefronts that he 
knows he ought to recognize and office buildings that he's been expecting himself to know. He 
parks his car against the curb and gets out and walks, roaming up one avenue and down another, 
as aimless as a bum, looking at the boarded-over windows of stores that have gone under in the 
economic decline of the past few years, stepping over the debris that fills the gutters and blows 
up against the curbs, amazed at the spread of decay that seems to have attacked the heart of what 
he has held in his memory as having been a pretty town. 

The whole place looks to him as if it has been drastically changed and yet at the same time 
has somehow managed to stay vaguely the same, an intriguing shadow of itself, like a withered 
old woman whose face has been altered by the markings of her age, framed by hair that has 
paled, but whose eyes are still full of fondness and curiosity and intelligence and life. Except that 
in the case of Linwood, it seems to be the outer shell that has grown younger, while its center 
relentlessly deteriorates, becomes feeble and aged, neglected, shabby, and dull. 

The effect is one of leafing backward through the pages of a photo album and watching the 
people inside the pictures shift and change, shed the weight and worry of the years, become 
younger and fresher and newer. He might recognize himself and Katherine, too, somewhere 
within the limbs of those youthful bodies. They walked together on these sidewalks, once, hand 
in hand. They drove up and down these streets. They shopped in these stores and ate in these 
restaurants, alone and with friends. 

For twenty-five years, Bader has been gone from this place, and he's missed it; he's longed 
for it, and he's worked to bring it back. He's lain on his back in hotel and motel room beds, and 
he's gazed at the stained planes of the ceilings looming over him, and he's summoned up all his 
memories of the life that he lived once, here in Linwood. He's worked to make the whole of the 
city rise up from a bright swamp of neon light, cast upward from the shops and the bars that line 



the sidewalks beyond his room. To bring Linwood, in all its manifestations, back to life again, 
like a paper flower blooming in a glass of water, solid and real, and fundamentally unchanged. 

But now that he's here, he can see that it's not the same. And he's not sure whether it's time, 
or his own imagination that has altered its face. He remembers wider roads, longer lawns, cleaner 
sidewalks, smaller trees, the bright blue dome of a clearer sky. Where he has recalled fields, now 
there is a sprawl of houses and a snarl of streets. Where he has remembered neighborhoods, there 
is instead the loom of lofty office buildings, labyrinthine shopping centers, vandalized 
warehouses, grim back alleys, a network of chain link fences and high, blinding cinder block 
walls. 

Bader gets back into his car again and rolls out of this unfamiliar squalor of downtown, 
turning east to follow First Avenue toward the parts of the city that are the places of his past 
here, through the neighborhoods and along the streets that at one time in his life seemed so 
familiar and ordinary and safe. He cruises the rise of Linden Lane, past the big brick house that 
was built by his grandfather, Heinrich Von Vechten. He sees the pair of station wagons that are 
parked under the shade of the porte cochere and the spill of bicycles and wheeled toys scattered 
on the drive beyond the rails of the black iron fence, and he understands that there is a family 
living here now. The arch above the front gate is long gone, and with it, of course, the scroll of 
iron letters that once spelled out the Von Vechten name. The firs alongside the driveway look as 
if they've grown up more than twice as high as Bader remembers they had been. An elm tree that 
used to shade one corner of the sweeping yard has been cut down. Every spring the lilac bush 
outside the dining room window was ornamented with its fragrant clusters of purple flowers. 
Now it, too, is gone. 

Bader parks his car in the empty lot at the Linwood Country Club, and he climbs the steps 
past the barren flower gardens, to the clubhouse at the top. He looks down at the empty 
swimming pool where a murk of melted snow and soggy debris has settled at its bottom, near the 
drain. The screened porch, where parties of men and women used to sit together on a Sunday 
afternoon, drinking martinis and playing hands of bridge, has been closed up for the winter, 
boarded over against the ravages of wind and blown snow. 

He climbs a wooded rise at the edge of the golf course, and as his soft leather shoes slip in 
the dirt and gravel and grass, he stretches his hands out for balance and stumbles, tearing a hole 
in the knee of his pants. He scrabbles on until finally he's made it to the top, where he stands for 
a moment to catch his breath, with the palm of one hand resting flat against the rough bark of a 
tree. Here is where Katherine brought him once, in the beginning. He pressed her down onto her 
back in the grass, and she lay still beneath him while he touched her, put his hands up inside her 
blouse, spread his palms against the glassy cool surface of her skin. Her eyes were dark and 
glittery, a pair of polished green stones. 

Bader buys a bundle of fresh flowers, and he takes them out to the Linwood Memorial 
Cemetery. He walks in through the graveyard gates off the back side of Edgewood Road. He 
stops in under the clumsy filigree of the wrought iron archway, following the path that leads up 
beyond the duck pond, frozen over, and the chapel, boarded up. He stops halfway across a 
rickety bridge to lean over its railing and cough and spit into the meager trickle of the runoff 
stream. Bader follows the path along to its end, to a rolling slope of grassy ground where the air 
seems colder, darkened as it is by the tangled edging of wild raspberry and the umbrella shade of 
a venerable wall of tall birch trees, their trunks as stark and white as sun-bleached bones. The 
hillside here is littered with the entombed remains of several generations of deceased Von 
Vechtens, their graves marked by somber monuments and carved stones, winged statues, 



columned porticoes, scrolled inscriptions, some glorious, others humble, many softened with 
age, their edges crumbled, their faces weathered, their etchings eroded and water-stained and 
worn. There lies Karl, and beside him is Juniper Von Vechten. Over to one side is Bader's 
mother, Eleanor Von Vechten, and his father, Tom, and then rows and rows of others whose 
names he can recall now only vaguely—Beloved Anna and Dearest Lissi and Our Cherished 
Walter and Treasured Eugene. 

But at the top, closer to the corner where the east wall meets the north, beside the writhe and 
twist of a juniper bush, apart from all the others and cast off from all the rest, is the one plain 
limestone marker, planted askew amid an overgrown tangle of dried weeds, its soft surface 
pockmarked and scratched, its rough edges rounded and broken and chipped. To Bader's 
faltering touch, it feels soft, grainy, dusty as ash, powdery as chalk: 

 
WOLFGANG VON VECHTEN 1904-1919 

 
WAS GESCHEHEN IST, IST GESCHEHEN. 

 
Turning away, Bader has lifted his gaze upward, past the twine of the graveyard path, over 

the crest of the hill, beyond the buried Von Vechtens. He squints into the failing sun, toward the 
far opposite slope, and his eye is caught by the gleaming, soaring white marble obelisk that still 
marks the remains of the man that young Wolfgang murdered, Horace Archibald Craig. 

He knows that Katherine's grave is there in its shadow somewhere, too, but he doesn't climb 
the slope to find it. Instead, he turns, and he walks up the rise in the other direction, to a more 
recently sodden plot, its mound marked by a simple black granite rectangle that's been embedded 
there in the ground. Bader stoops, and with his bare hand he brushes the cold crust of dirt and 
debris from its face, to read the name that's been cut into it in plain hard letters: 

 
ROY GARY KIMBEL 1930-1993 

 
No "Loving Husband." No "Treasured Father. "Just that, the name and the dates. There is no 

other inscription, no comment, no summing up of the man, no expression of love for him or of 
loss or of grief, in fact, no epitaph of any kind at all. Only the solemn reassurance that Roy is 
really dead. 

Bader stands again, and he turns again, toward a genuflecting marble angel. She's barefoot in 
the cold grass, and her smooth white face is uplifted, as if in ecstasy. Her lips are slightly parted, 
as if in prayer, and her eyes closed, as if in swoon. Her hands are folded in supplication, and the 
thick feathery arches of her outspread wings cast their cold shadows over the ground. At her feet 
is another inscription: 

 
LELAND BUTLER KIMBEL 1952-1968 

 
When Bader nestles his bundle of flowers in the bent crook of the angel's arm, the bouquet 

that seemed an extravagance to him when he bought it—pink and green peppermint carnations, 
yellow roses, purple irises, golden glades—there in the vastness of the Linwood Memorial 
Cemetery, in the midst of its green lawns and budding trees, is hardly enough, no more than an 
insubstantial splash of color and an insufficient flash of fading hue. 

 



*  *  * 
 

Since her husband's death, it has become Mudd Kimbel's habit to stand here in this room that 
she shared with him for over forty years and take the time to consider again the prospect and the 
promise of its empty bed. By now the storm of Roy's final emergency has blown over, and her 
house and her life here have been pulled back into what she can begin to look at as some kind of 
a state of normality again. Like a woman fanning the hectic flush in her cheeks, patting the 
windblown muss of her hair, smoothing the careless rumple of her skirts—the property has 
regained for Mudd its more familiar aura of solitude and serenity and dignity and calm. In fact, 
there has begun to seem to be such a stillness in it, sometimes, that she can get an uneasy sense 
now and then of how it might feel to be cut off from the world, wholly separate and self-
contained, afloat in a hollow of cold, bleak space. 

When Mudd splays her fingers out on the solid shelf of her hips, her hands are fat, short-
fingered and thick-wristed, so puffy by now that Roy's gold wedding band seems to have become 
embedded in her flesh, like a strand of barbed wire that gets wrapped around a tree limb so 
tightly, squeezing into it so hard, that it cuts a deep, mean crease into the swollen bark. Weight 
has gathered in her buttocks and her belly; her breasts have softened, they droop and sag. Her 
hair is thick, gray and brown. She's used to wearing it short now, cropped up close to the doughy 
wrinkles and creases in her neck. 

Mudd. This is not the name that she was born with, but it is the one that she was given, and it 
is the one that she has kept. It was the single, sturdy syllable that the boys at school  extracted 
from her real name, Margaret Butler. Mudd Butt, they used to call her, to her hot indignation and 
deep shame. But now she can imagine that over the years she's grown into it, she's become 
herself like mud, thick and heavy, solid and unforgiving, slow-flowing and dull. 

Because that's exactly how she's felt—like sludge amid the clearer, faster flow of the rest of 
the world around her—since she buried Roy. 

He died after Christmas, early in January this year, and right from the first, to tell the truth of 
it, Mudd has in a way been enjoying her widowhood. Alone, for once, for what seems to her like 
the first time in her whole life, away from all the urgent clamor of a husband and a family and 
neighbors and friends. Although—and she does understand that this is true—she isn't alone for 
long, not really, and never likely will be, either. Because, even with Roy gone, there still remains 
for Mudd Kimbel the obligation of her daughter, Darcy, and her grandson, Cort, those two whose 
lives will always be intermingled with hers. Cort, who at fifteen has his own life all laid out 
ahead of him and waiting, and he's carrying on with it, in the same old way, as if nothing is very 
much different, as if little has been much changed. And yet it has begun to occur to Mudd that 
perhaps everything is different now and perhaps everything has been changed. 

Mudd tries to remember, what were Lee's words for death, when he saw it, as a child? The 
neighbor's dog, run over by the snowplow, lying on its side in a pothole, its fur matted with 
blood and its ears frozen stiff with cold. Old man Garver, cleaning out the leaves in the gutters 
on his roof, who had lost his balance and fallen over backward, cracking his head open like a 
melon on the cement sidewalk twelve feet down. Johnny Kanaly—they said that all that was left 
to identify him by was his teeth—a boy incinerated with his car after it flew off the highway, 
slammed into a tree, and exploded in an angry billow of smoke and flame. A squirrel, squashed 
flat in traffic, spread like butter on the blacktop. The limp body of a baby sparrow, slammed 
down out of its nest in the tall fir tree, gray slime in the grass after a hard summer rain. 

Fodder for the worm farm. 



Leland Kimbel, watching his sister Darcy pull a rusty wagon along behind her over the grass, 
its bed piled up high with a tumbling cascade of rich black garden dirt. Darcy with that smudge 
of freckles on the bridge of her nose, grimy knuckles and filthy fingernails, torn sneakers and 
scraped elbows and scabbed knees. When Mudd asked her what she was planning to do with all 
that dirt, she told her that it wasn't only plain dirt that she had piled up there in the back of her 
wagon. It was more, plenty more. It was also minerals—calcium and phosphorus and 
potassium—and it was bacteria and fungi, microbes and germs and water and air. 

"It's alive," Darcy said. "It's a farm." 
It was a worm farm. Just because you maybe can't see something clearly, well, that doesn't 

mean that it's not there. You might have to dig your fingers into the dirt and find them, but they 
were there, all right. Earthworms and bloodworms, night crawlers and grubs. 

Dirt, soil, loam, sludge, mud—the famous Iowa topsoil was many-layered and inches deep, 
deposited by the melting glacial ice, blown by winds, piled up along the rivers, a blanket that 
cloaked the prairies and was spread out over the limestone ridges and hills like skin on bones, the 
blackest, richest earth in the world. A person could drive down any back road in the springtime 
and smell the raw, wet grit of the upturned soil, see the springy clods of it, black as ink on the 
flat breadth of a plowed field. 

As Darcy dragged the wagon full of dirt along after her, through the mat and tangle of the 
rain-soaked grass, its four wheels had wobbled and squeaked, snagged in the mud, left a sinuous 
double-grooved trail.  

How she loved that dirt then. She wore it on her body and in the fibers of her clothes; she 
collected it in the back of her wagon; she carried it in her creases and her dimples and in her 
pockets and in the bottoms of her shoes. She even ate it sometimes, Mudd remembers. She made 
a mix of watery mud in a mason jar, and she sipped at it, smiling to show the film of gray grit 
that splattered her lips and coated her tongue and filmed her teeth. Darcy had dared her brother to 
take a taste of it once, too" Go on ahead now, Lee," she'd whispered, "I'll give you five dollars if 
you do." And he knew she had it, because Darcy always had money, she saved it, squirreled it 
away. So Lee had dipped his finger in and touched it to the tip of his tongue, then spat it out 
again, gagging on the smell and the taste and the feel of it against his teeth. He'd bounded off 
toward the house, crashing into the kitchen through the back screen door. Then Mudd had 
smacked Darcy for that, too, while Lee was sitting at the table, huddled down into himself, with 
the back of his fist pressed against his mouth. To Darcy, the earth was life, but to Lee it had 
borne an aftertaste of death and decay. Maybe, Mudd thinks, because he already knew that he'd 
be the one to die young. 

Shirtless, Lee's shoulders were knobbed, his bones sharp and muscles stringy, his belly flat. 
His trousers hung on his narrow hips, below the bright white elastic waistband of his underwear. 
His bristly buzzed hair was shiny; sweat beaded on his lip. Mudd could hold her son close to her 
and smell him, feel him wriggle away from her, twisting himself out of her arms, wrenching his 
body from the strain of her fierce embrace. 

After Lee was killed, it was this single memory of him that Mudd kept locked up in her mind. 
It is her one favorite image, a picture that she's come to treasure over the years, like the feathery 
white snowball of a dandelion that's encased in a solid plastic cube timeless, unchanging, 
trapped, and kept. 

She took Darcy aside during Roy's funeral and tried to explain this thought to her. But she 
could tell by the skitter of her eyes that Darcy didn't believe a word of it, that she wasn't able to 
see that the idea Mudd was passing on to her was an important one—how the same kind of 



thinking might hold true for her and James Mackin, too. If only she could be made to see it, she 
could maybe find her own kind of consolation in the fact that Cort's father had left them when he 
did, before he was worn out and crabby and old, when he was still a young man, still handsome, 
in his way, still reckless, and still wild. 

Because, hasn't Darcy been able to keep her memory of James just that way? And doesn't she 
have a vision—as safe and as sure as a photograph, one that she may never grow out of or 
beyond, one that she will not lose track of, become numb to, or forget—of how James talked and 
how he felt and how he looked, without any of it being blurred over and blacked out, or obscured 
by the layers and layers of tiny changes and trivial details from the present, the moment, right 
now, today? 

Standing in her bedroom, looking past her bed at the window and through the window at the 
landscape that's spread out beyond, Mudd's feelings are disturbed by the fact that she still, after 
all these weeks since Roy's death, can't seem to find a way to reproduce even one important 
feeling from her own past, from her life together with him and before, when she was Mudd Butt 
Butler, when she got pregnant with Lee and when Roy married her and they moved out here, into 
this big old empty house on Bell Road, and when Darcy was born. Outside her window, the sun 
has begun to sink down behind the bluff, and gray fingers of twilight are blurring the outlines of 
the trees and the outbuildings around the house. 

So slowly, so softly, the landscape of Empire, Iowa, loses its ragged, rough-edged form. 
 

*  *  * 
 

There was a time in her life when Darcy Mackin might have been the first to admit that there 
were some bad moments over the years when she wished her father ill, but now that Roy is dead, 
it's hard for her to remember anymore what her reasons were. What could he ever have done to 
her that made her feel so bad, mad enough to hate him, even for a minute, and to hope that 
something unlucky might happen to him, like an accident where he was hurt? Standing at the 
kitchen sink now, with her hands buried in warm, soapy dishwater, Darcy is having a hard time 
mustering up the strength for either affection or dislike for anybody anymore. She has begun to 
feel just as drab and as drained as that dishtowel, and she can't for the life of her recall ever 
having had the energy to feel any other way about her father. 

 


