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Chapter One
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Thirty Years Ago

It was a typical October night in Cedar Falls, Iowa.

Hannah Paxton pushed her way through the crowded bar, slipping past college students who stood in clumps with beers in hands. Hannah was drop-dead gorgeous and she knew it. She was eighteen, five foot one, with long, glossy brown hair, big blue eyes and a figure that wouldn't quit. She was small, she was stacked, she was sassy and she was confident.

Almost everybody in the bar was a regular. There were only three bars on campus. This one, The Closing Time, was for hippies and oddballs. The Decade was for jocks and frat kids. And The Stein was where music groupies hung out, listening to local bands and smoking dope. Hannah and her buddies were in The CT sometimes twice a night, usually around five for a pre-dinner drink then always later, at nine or ten, for an evening of pinball and drinking.

Her current boyfriend, a twenty-three-year-old grad student named Tom, was arguing politics with the other regulars and friends who dropped by. They were all united in a common friendship with Hannah. She was the glue that kept the group together. It was small, impulsive Hannah who led them on forays into the all-night diners in the mean part of town near the factories. It was Hannah who charmed the crazy homeless man who slept on the heating grate near the footbridge over the river, cajoling him into telling her his life story. It was Hannah who safely hitchhiked to visit a friend, getting rides with truck drivers who drove her to her destination without a single lewd comment.

Hannah hopped up onto the wide platform where Bill the bartender, a wizened bulldog of a man, reigned supreme behind the big wooden bar. "You're looking lovely tonight," he said, leering at her breasts. Since she was wearing a tight T-shirt and measured 36-24-36, he got a good eyeful. "I don't know why you don't enter our contest. You'd surely win."

Hannah glanced at the "Wet T-shirt Contest" sign behind the bar and wrinkled her nose. "If I'm going to strip, I'll do it where I'll get paid." She hoisted herself up on the bar rail, leaning over the counter to be heard.

"Tell me where it is and I'll come watch you. I'll even tuck some money in your bikini." His nut-brown face cracked into a smile.

She rolled her eyes. "No way some dirty old man is touching my panties." She grinned when she said it, softening the insult.

He guffawed. "What can I get you, lovely?"

"Another pitcher." She slid off the bar rail to dig in a jeans pocket for the two bucks needed, pulling out a handful of change and a dollar bill. While she was sorting through the money, someone bumped into her from the right, spilling beer on her sneakers.

"Hey!" She looked up into the face of an enormous Black man who swayed over her. "Watch where you're going. You're so big you could run me over and not even notice."

He peered down, his round face bewildered and lost. "Did I step on you?"

"Aw, don't worry about it." She returned to the conundrum of money then peered back at their booth. Tom saw her look. "I need money!"

Tom stood up to make his way through the press of people. He was tall and lean with wiry black hair, a big black mustache and intense blue eyes. While he nudged his way through the crowd to Hannah, he paused to chat with a group of people from his graduate department huddled around the pinball machine.

Hannah juggled the loose change, putting it on the bar to count it. The Black man stumbled again, pushing her into a white man seated to her left.

"Hey!" the white guy snapped.

"Not my fault." She jerked a thumb at the Black guy. "Rosey Grier is blasted."

The man, a small, wiry guy with white-blond hair, eyed the Black man. "No problem." He turned back to his beer.

"Is he hassling you?" the Black guy demanded, swaying near Hannah.

"Nah." She rooted around in her pocket, frowning when she dug out a coin from the bottom. "Live and let live, that's my motto."

"He shouldn't hassle you." The Black man tried to move around Hannah but instead stumbled off the platform, crashing into a group of people milling around near the bar. They laughed and pushed him to his feet. Hannah shook her head, slapping her last nickel on the counter just as Tom reached her.

The Black guy stumbled back onto the platform, moving so that he now stood to the left of both Hannah and the blond man. Hannah turned to greet Tom just as the Black man picked up an empty beer pitcher and brought it crashing down on the blond man's head.

Warmth splattered Hannah, who turned to see what had happened. She saw the blond guy, his eyes wide with shock while he slipped off his bar stool and started to sag. Then she looked down, seeing her right arm and side covered in blood. The Black man picked up the pitcher again, crashing it into the side of the stranger's face. Blood and brains gushed everywhere.

Tom surged forward to put his arms around Hannah, lifting her off the bar platform and turning her away when another spray of blood gushed out. The back of his white T-shirt was immediately soaked when he stumbled away, manhandling Hannah with him. She gasped for breath.

"Holy Jesus, did you see that?" She was rigid in his arms, her bloody body pressed against his. They stood in the middle of the suddenly silent bar.

"Are you okay?" he asked.

She stared up at him. "No. I'm not."
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Chapter Two


[image: ]




Jude Brenner looked through the notes resting on his right knee then to the woman in the witness box. Hannah Paxton. Age, forty-eight. Occupation, software tester. He snorted softly. Nobody tests software, do they? Don't they just ship it and pray? He noted that she lived in Savage, one of the outer suburbs of the Minneapolis-St. Paul loop. That told him a lot right there. Savage was full of cookie-cutter housing developments, boring, repetitive strip malls and chain restaurants. He noted the address—Willow Lane. Yeah, right. There probably wasn't a willow still standing on Willow Lane.

He shifted in the chair, trying to find a comfortable way to stretch out his leg. The bullet had gone in high on his right thigh, chipping the bone. It hurt to sit for long periods. He'd been sitting for almost two hours. Marsha Rosseau, one of the assistant prosecuting attorneys, sat next to him. He tried to send her mental signals to hurry along the proceedings. Rehab after the shooting was boring and Jude was itching to get back into police work. Pretrial jury evaluation wasn't exactly what he had in mind, but it beat sitting in his apartment and brooding. His almost-degree in Criminal Psychology had proven to be invaluable.

The defense attorney approached Hannah Paxton. "We just have a few more questions, Miss Paxton." Jude had tangled with Hamilton Collins in the courtroom a few years previously. The attorney was an ex-linebacker from the University of Iowa who'd retired from a pro football career to take up criminal law. He was as tough in court as he used to be on the field. Collins had already gone over the boring details. Now they were getting into more personal questions. "Have you ever participated in a criminal trial before?"

Hannah Paxton was only ten or fifteen feet away from Jude. He clearly saw her cool blue eyes flick to the attorney. Her dark brown hair hung in a smooth line to below her chin. It had gold and possibly gray highlights that shone in the late November sunlight streaming in the windows. Her face was oval and unremarkable except for her flawless, pale skin. Most witnesses fidgeted or looked around the courtroom. Hannah Paxton had a stillness about her that was unusual. Absolutely nothing—no emotion, no opinion, no indication of feelings—showed on her face. "Yes." Her voice was low and calm.

Jude straightened up, interested.

"Really? Where was that?" The attorney paced in front of the witness box where potential jurors sat to be evaluated.

"Iowa."

"When?"

"Thirty years ago."

Jude flicked through the notes in the folder balanced on his knee. He saw the "yes" circled next to the twentieth question on the one-hundred question survey all jurors answered—have you been involved in a criminal complaint case before? He looked up, curious.

The attorney also looked intrigued. "In Iowa?"

"Yes."

"Were you a complainant?"

"No."

"A victim?"

"No."

Her voice remained cool. Jude's mouth twitched. She wasn't giving anything away. He admired a woman who could keep her mouth shut.

The attorney noticed too. "Perhaps you could give us some details," he prompted.

She stared at him. "Are you asking for details or asking if I could provide details?"

Collins glanced irritably to the judge, who said, "It's a reasonable question, Mr. Collins. Say what you mean." Jude noticed that the judge, a middle-aged woman with a perennially stern expression, was studiously examining some papers on the desk in front of her. He thought he saw her smile, but he couldn't be sure.

"Give us details," Collins snapped, his oily suaveness ruffled.

"I was a witness in a murder trial."

"A witness?" He paced in front of the jury box, dark eyes flickering to the prosecution and the other potential jurors. "For the defense?"

"No."

"Ah." He paced some more. Marsha sat up straighter, glancing at Jude, who nodded. He needed to get the details. He looked back and saw that Hannah Paxton had noted the exchange. Her eyes met his for a brief moment then she turned her polite attention back to the defense attorney pacing in front of her. "Can you describe the nature of the trial?"

She gave him a mild, exasperated look. "It was a murder trial."

Marsha scribbled on her notepad while Collins asked with theatrical politeness, "A murder trial? Please, give us some details."

"A man murdered another man in a bar. He beat him to death with a beer pitcher."

Jude noted that Collins appeared truly surprised by this. Of course, it wasn't every day a person who witnessed a brutal murder walked into a courtroom, even in a major metropolitan area like Minneapolis-St. Paul.

"And you saw this?"

"Yes. I was standing next to the victim." She looked down. Jude saw her jaw tighten when she swallowed hard. Her hands clenched on her lap.

"How old were you when this happened?" Collins asked, resuming his pacing. She didn't answer. "Miss Paxton?"

"Eighteen."

Jude couldn't help it—he winced.

Collins' dark eyes were wide and seemingly compassionate. "Dear God. Eighteen years old. And you witnessed violence like that." He shook his head with obvious regret.

She stared him straight in the eyes. "A lot of young men that age saw far worse violence in Vietnam. I was hardly unique."

The words hit Jude like a physical blow. It felt like she was seeking him out in that crowded courtroom. His eyes met hers across the intervening space. He wondered if she could see his memories floating to the surface, smell the napalm, feel the rank humidity or hear the drone of the flies where they clustered around a rotting body. Her eyes were a clear blue in her serene, pale face. Two bright spots of color appeared on her cheeks then she turned her attention back to the defense attorney.

For once Collins was caught without words. He goggled at her.

"I'm sure you can find the details about the trial. It was famous in its day. They called it the Little Good Bar murder. Not to be confused with the one in New York." Her glance flickered back to Jude. He nodded his thanks, making a note on the legal pad balanced on his knee.

Collins recovered his composure. "Will it disturb you to serve on another murder trial?"

"I don't know." He started to speak, but she continued. "I honestly won't know until I serve, will I?" She gave a little shrug. "If I serve."

Her calmness seemed to stump Collins. He went back to the defense table to confer with his colleague, a slender young Black woman. "No objection," he finally said.

The judge raised an eyebrow, turning her gaze to the prosecuting attorney.

"No objection at this time," Marsha said. "I reserve the right to reexamine this juror before final selection."

The judge tapped a pencil on her desk blotter. "I have to admit I'm surprised. A valid reason to excuse a potential juror is if that person has served in a similar trial."

Marsha stood up. "That's why I'm reserving the right to reexamine. I'd like to review the previous trial."

The judge nodded, turning her attention to Hannah Paxton, who watched Marsha Rosseau with that imperturbable expression. "Miss Paxton, you're free to step down, but please stay with the jury pool because we may need to recall you later. I regret any inconvenience." She shot Marsha a stern look. Marsha nodded in understanding.

Jude knew what that meant. He slipped out of the courtroom when Hannah Paxton resumed her seat with the other potential jurors in the courtroom. 

He had work to do.

*****
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TWO HOURS LATER MARSHA met Jude in the cafeteria. He spent the time making phone calls to friends at the law library then finally calling the police in the small college town of Cedar Falls, Iowa. "The rest of them are just regular Joes except for that blonde woman and the one who was in the murder trial," Marsha said, grabbing a ready-made salad and heading for the checkout.

Jude eyed the blue plate special but was conscious of the fact he hadn't been able to exercise regularly at the gym since the shooting. He picked up a tuna salad sandwich and a cup of coffee. "Why's this jury so important?"

"This case is a bitch," Marsha confided in a low voice. They meandered through the sea of plastic tables, finally taking a small rectangle in a back corner. "Evidence isn't that strong and we don't have obvious motive."

"Then why prosecute?" He slid onto the plastic chair, grimacing slightly.

Marsha eyed him. "Bad?"

"Getting better every day," Jude lied. "So why are you prosecuting? Barton's one of the most prominent Black businessmen in Minneapolis. It can't be easy."

"Because he did it." She dressed her salad from a packet, saying around a mouthful of lettuce, "The wife left a diary, detailing what he did to her. We've got evidence from the hospital about previous injuries. We've got the insurance policy. We've got his girlfriend, some bimbo he had on the side."

"I got the stuff on the old murder that Paxton woman was involved with."

Marsha pushed her glasses up on her nose. "Tell."

He glanced through his notes while he chewed stale tuna salad. "It was at a small college town in Iowa. Paxton was in a bar with her friends. Guy came in, apparently got drunk, picked up a pitcher then bashed in another guy's head. She was standing a foot away when it happened."

"Ow." Marsha winced. "Messy."

Jude nodded. Apparently not much crime happened in that town because the case was still well-known. Blood and gore, the cop he talked to said. "Turns out it wasn't a random bar killing," Jude continued. "The victim was a heroin dealer who messed with the killer's girlfriend. The killer got off with manslaughter. Twenty years." He sipped some coffee, consulting his notes again.

"So he's out?" Marsha shoveled in the salad while eyeing his notepad.

"No. He died in prison, ten years into his sentence. Some kind of gang thing. Gangs in Iowa. Who'd have guessed?"

Marsha shot him a lopsided grin. "What was it, corn farmers versus pig farmers?" She dug back into the salad. "What's your take on her? I'm betting if we use her, she'll end up foreman. The others we've got are all followers. She seems like a leader."

Jude sat back. "Leader?"

She nodded. "Calm. Quiet. Not easily shaken."

He remembered those blue eyes meeting his when she made that comment about Vietnam. "Maybe." He pushed his empty plate away and ran a hand over his white hair, cut short and shaggy so he didn't have to fuss with it. He was growing a goatee and mustache and resisted the urge to scratch. "I think she'll be fine. I don't know if she'll be impartial, but you don't want impartiality, do you?"

Marsha grinned, looking younger than her forty years. "No way." She chewed thoughtfully. "What about the blonde? She was eyeing the defendant."

Jude thought back over the prospective jurors, finally remembering a young woman with honey blonde hair who had studied him and every other man in the room. She was attractive in a "business girl" sort of way. The defendant, James Barton, was a handsome, well-educated, quiet man in his mid-thirties who was a respected pillar of the Black community in the Twin Cities. He was also a supposedly grieving widower. Jude wondered how the blonde would fare against Hannah Paxton in a fight. "I'd put my money on Paxton."

Marsha nodded. "My feeling too." She stabbed at her salad. "Odd comment Paxton made about 'Nam." Her brown eyes were shrewd and assessing.

He shrugged. His 'Nam experience wasn't a secret in the department. He spent more than ten years there and in other spots near it, in one capacity or another, finally leaving in the mid-Eighties. His background came in handy when dealing with the Asian community in the Twin Cities. "It was true."

"That's what I mean. It was perceptive." She grinned. "And it diverted Collins' attention."

"Vietnam changed a lot of people and not just those who fought there." Jude remembered the arguments he used to have with his younger sister, who had protested the war, the government and authority. Jane was a respected suburban mother now, with two soccer kids and a banker husband. "Take Paxton for your jury," he advised, finishing the last of his coffee.

Marsha pushed aside the remains of her salad as she glanced at her watch. "I think I will. Are you coming to the afternoon session?"

He shook his head. "Nope. Physical therapy."

She made a face. "Good luck."

"When will you need me again?"

"I'll call you. Probably next week."

"Sounds good. I'll be out for another four weeks then I'm back on light duty."

"Don't push it." Marsha stood up, her mind already miles away.

"Nah. Not me." Jude watched her tidy her dishes and hurry out of the cafeteria. He pulled over the notepad to jot down some more information about the Little Good Bar murder. Then he added his impressions of Hannah Paxton and the other potential jurors.

An hour later he left the now empty cafeteria to slip back inside the courtroom where the jury evaluation was continuing. He went to Marsha, handing her his notepad. She nodded her thanks, focusing her attention on the small Black man being questioned by the judge. When Jude turned to leave he saw Hannah Paxton sitting with other potential jurors in the back. He felt her watching him as he left the room.

*****
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JUDE GOT AN EARLY CHRISTMAS present from his physical therapist that afternoon. "You're fit enough for light duty," she declared when he finished his grueling workout.

He looked up from the exercise mat, amazed. "You kept telling me how lousy I was doing!"

She grinned. She was a tiny woman with curly black hair and muscles of steel. "I wanted to motivate you. And it worked. You're back on desk duty if you want it. We'll see how it goes. I don't know how long it'll take for street work, though."

"Wow." He clambered to his feet to lift her off the floor in a huge hug. She dangled in his arms, laughing when he released her. "Finally!"

"I want you back here once a week for evaluations. I won't sign off until I'm sure." She slugged him in the arm affectionately. "But you look good to go."

"Thanks, Lisa. You'll send the forms to the office? Make sure they know?"

"Will do. Have a good Christmas, J."

He grinned. "Now I will."

Jude dressed quickly and was back on the highway within twenty minutes. Finally! Back to work after three months of hospitals, rehab centers and enforced idleness. He drove to the police station in Richfield, an inner suburb of Minneapolis, south of the main metro area.

When Jude walked into the old brick building, familiar smells assaulted him. Sweat, street grime and that odor he always thought of as "crime"—hard to identify but known to every cop.

He had been in law enforcement for more than twenty years. After his stint with the Rangers during 'Nam, he went through the Police Academy and that's when he knew he had found his niche. His recent run-in with a gun-wielding meth dealer had scared him more than he cared to admit. Jude wasn't about to tell his physical therapist about the continued pain or the stiffness. He fooled her during therapy into letting him get back to work. That was what counted. He would manage the future somehow.

Jude grinned when familiar voices called out in greeting. He was home. All thoughts of Hannah Paxton, Marsha Rosseau, and James Barton vanished as Jude got on with his life.
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Chapter Three
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Hannah jerked awake, her throat clogged with fear and the taste of bile. The crime scene photos of Barton's dead wife were still sharp in her memory, mingled with memories of the murder years ago and memories of Johnny, her abusive ex-husband. It was becoming a habit to wake like this early in the morning.

Her petite tuxedo cat, Miss Fussy, stirred on her side of the double bed, opening one gold-green eye then settling back into sleep. Hannah pushed aside the covers and stood up, dragging her bathrobe on over her faded Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young T-shirt. She padded into the kitchen, yawning.

It was another five a.m. day. Hannah peered through the kitchen curtains to the snow swirling around the yard light. It was almost Valentine's Day and it seemed as though it had snowed forever. She drank a glass of water then wandered into the living room, shivering in the chill. I wish I could at least sleep a bit on the weekends, she thought, curling up on the couch with a ragged afghan over her legs. Between the nightmares and the hot flashes she wasn't getting much sleep. She turned on her CD player with the remote, relaxing when Leonard Cohen's smooth voice filled the room.

The Barton trial had wrapped up a week ago but she was still getting phone calls. The media found out about that murder decades ago. Someone had latched on to the fact that the killer then was Black, too. Because Hannah was the forewoman of the Barton jury, the media thought that she influenced the other jurors.

Hannah burrowed into the afghan, a relic from her crafts phase several years ago. That showed how much the press knew. The Barton jury room had been full of thirteen other amazingly different individuals, none of whom gave a shit what Hannah Paxton thought. It had taken four days of deliberations, but they finally reached a unanimous verdict of guilty. Then they wrangled over degree of guilt—first degree, second degree, manslaughter—her brain still ached from the tiny details and definitions.

Thirty years ago it was so cut and dried. Did Cyrus Madison kill Jim Dalton or not? Yeah, he did. Were there mitigating circumstances? No, not really. Yeah, Madison's girlfriend got hooked on heroin and Dalton was her dealer. Was that cause for murder? Hannah pushed the memories away. She was a witness then, not a juror. She wasn't privy to how they came to their verdict thirty years ago.

It was a pity no one else believed that. Hannah spied the email sitting on the coffee table and snuggled farther into the afghan as though hiding from its contents. Why would Tom contact her after all this time? It was at least twenty years since they talked. He called her when Cyrus Madison died in prison. What did Tom want?

She had memorized the text of the email. Grace, please give me a call, we need to talk.

Grace. She smiled at the old nickname. Grace Under Pressure, that's what he called her. He'd been a Hemingway addict and it had spilled over into the rest of his life. He included his phone number and signed it simply TVT—Tom von Tennant.

Tom. She thought of him now and again throughout the years, just as she remembered with fondness the other men she dated.

Dated. Those liaisons weren't classy enough to be called affairs and they weren't long-term enough to be called relationships. There should be a word for those brief-lived loves that intersect our lives, she thought. A word for those lovers who aren't really lovers.

That used to intersect our lives. Hannah was just starting to come to grips with the ominous age of fifty, looming on the horizon. Not very many men are panting after this body anymore. It was a disquieting thought and one best put on hold for another day.

She remembered the man in the courtroom on the day she was interviewed as a juror. He looked interesting with his spiky white hair, goatee and mustache. For two days he sat there, watching and making notes. Then he vanished. She wondered who he was and why he was there. Intriguing-looking men were few and far between in her life. He studied her with what looked like interest. Or was it just curiosity? There was a time when she would have sworn it was interest.

The ringing phone made her jerk upright. She glanced at her wristwatch—seven a.m. Inertia kept her on the couch while the answering machine clicked on. Hannah kept it muted since the hate calls started after the trial. They probably wouldn't last too much longer. Some new murder would come along to outrage people and attention would shift from her to someone else. She wandered to the kitchen for a glass of milk then back to the answering machine to look at the call number readout on the machine. Thirteen messages. She got seven the day before.

Hannah skimmed through the messages. They were all similar. Vindictive, hate-filled, threatening in a nonspecific sort of way. She had considered changing her phone number but that was too much hassle. She did a traceback on the number and even dialed it a couple times, but it just rang without anyone ever picking up.

Her finger hovered over the delete key then stopped. Grabbing her purse from the coffee table, she rooted in it, finding the business card she stuffed there days ago. The prosecutor interviewed the jury after the trial and told them that if they had any concerns they should call.

Hannah looked at the answering machine then dialed Marsha Rosseau's office number to leave a message. Maybe the calls were bullshit and maybe they weren't. Hannah decided to let Marsha Rosseau sort it all out.

*****
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DURING MONDAY MORNING'S shift, Lt. John Fortensky paused near Jude's desk. "Marsha Rosseau called. It's about one of the Barton jurors."

Everyone in the squad had followed the progress of the case in the newspapers. The credibility of the police and their evidence-gathering procedures was put on trial with James Barton. The manslaughter conviction wasn't as damning as a murder conviction. Almost everyone in law enforcement concurred that it was probably the best they could hope for given the botched evidence handling.

"Which juror?" Jude struggled to remember the individual people who eventually served on that jury.

"Foreman." Fortensky's face creased into wry wrinkles. "Forewoman. Whatever it's called. She left a message for Rosseau, said she's been getting threats. Rosseau wanted to know if you have time to look into it since you investigated the woman initially."

"Investigated?" Jude leaned back in his chair, balancing cautiously when it wobbled.

Fortensky thrust a scrap of paper at Jude. Fort was at least fifty pounds overweight but he carried it well on a heavy-boned, tall frame. His graying hair was cut into a Marine's buzz cut, accenting his perpetually worried look. "I told her you could help. You're still on light duty. This qualifies."

Jude scowled at the scrap of paper. In the two months since returning to duty, his leg hadn't improved. There was still stiffness, pain and a lack of flexibility that plagued him when he pushed himself. He wanted to return to active work but Jude knew his physical problems could put other people in jeopardy. He remained in that limbo land of "light duty." He saw the way Fort eyed him. It couldn't last too much longer. Jude was going to have to make some decisions soon.

He looked at the paper. Hannah Paxton. A sudden memory of that cool, calm woman flooded him. "Paxton."

Fort raised one bushy gray eyebrow. "You remember?"

"Yeah. She was memorable."

Fort regarded him with mild interest. "Never heard you say that about a woman. Maybe I need to meet her."

Jude held out the paper. "Be my guest."

"Nah." Fort ambled back to his office in the corner of the open room housing the detective division. "I won't step on your territory."

Jude looked down at the paper then pulled over the telephone to call Marsha Rosseau.

Four hours later he checked the map he had printed from an online site, comparing it to the road sign leaning over a ditch. Willow Lane was a narrow country road that angled up a steep hill and was, he noted, bordered on one side by willows. There were willows on Willow Lane. This was still farm country, not yet a suburb. 

He saw a house on the left side of the road atop the hill and a mailbox near the ditch. Paxton's nearest neighbor was across the road and a half mile away. A barn stood near the neighbor's house, bright red against the mounds of snow covering the fields that stretched into the distance.

Jude pointed his Jeep Wrangler up the hill, noting it was plowed but not recently. Two or three inches of snow from the latest snowfall covered the gravel surface of the rutted road. He steered his way into the winding drive to her house. A small John Deere tractor with a plow attachment was parked near a detached garage. The house was a rectangular building with front steps, a larger side deck and several windows facing the drive. He parked the Jeep near the detached garage and saw a curtain twitch in a window.

When he got out, he took the full force of the north wind coming across the fields. Jude hurried to the side door, following a path kicked through the snow by other feet. When he reached the door, it opened a crack. Hannah Paxton looked up at him from under the lock chain. "Can I see some ID?" He pulled out his badge and handed it to her with a business card.

She studied them then gestured him inside the small foyer. She wore a red plaid flannel shirt tucked into black jeans and pink bunny slippers with large floppy ears. Looking around, Jude saw a set of stairs that apparently led to a basement. To the left was a large kitchen. To the right was a small laundry room. She gestured to a sisal mat nearby. He stepped over to scrape his boots, noticing a small pair of Timberland boots sitting there, twins to the ones he wore.

"Thank you for coming out, Detective Brenner." She handed back his ID, tucking the business card in a flannel shirt pocket. Brushing past him, she pointed toward a coat rack. He shrugged out of his sheepskin coat, hanging it next to a short puffy jacket and a cloth coat. "Can I get you some coffee?"

"If it's made." Jude looked around at the tidy kitchen counters, warm terra-cotta tile floor and sunlight streaming in the windows. He followed her to a counter where a coffeemaker sat. She poured coffee into a mug shaped like a man's head and added a sugar cube to her own mug, shaped like a woman's head.

Jude followed her into a bright and sunny living room, coffee mug in hand. This room had dark wood floors and two couches facing each other, flanking a brick fireplace where flames were crackling. She settled on one couch and he took the other, putting his mug on the wooden end table. At the end of her couch lay a shabby-looking afghan where a small black and white cat peered at him sleepily then resumed napping.

"As I told the prosecuting attorney, I doubt if it's anything to worry about but given the media play the trial got, I thought it was better to be safe than sorry." She sipped her coffee while regarding him with clear blue eyes. Her dark brown hair was shiny and hung straight from the center part down to her chin. She pushed one side behind her ears where it teetered then slid forward again. He doubted if she was even aware of it. Once again he noticed her pale, smooth complexion and that gentle rosy color high on her cheekbones. Minnesota was full of Scandinavian beauties with flawless skin and beautiful bones. She had Scandie skin.

"You said you got phone calls?"

She gestured to the phone on the table at the far end of the couch. "I didn't erase the latest batch." He raised an inquiring eyebrow. "I've gotten them every day since my name appeared in the paper." She frowned at the newspaper on the coffee table between the two couches. "I thought it would have died down by now."

"You underestimate the lack of news in Minnesota in the wintertime. About all we've got to talk about are the wind chill, snowfall amounts, and politics."

She smiled. Jude was struck by how it transformed her face. Years fell away and she looked youthful, impish and mischievous. "Don't forget the Winter Carnival and how much money it lost. That led the news for almost a week."

"You're right." He sipped the strong coffee.

"I got this, too." She nudged a piece of paper on the coffee table between them with one bunny-slippered foot.

He picked it up, holding it by one corner. The words were cut from a magazine, all different sizes and fonts pasted haphazardly on the page.

Racism can kill you be Careful who you HATE

"Is this the first letter you've gotten?"

She nodded, tucking her legs near her on the couch then settling against the overstuffed arm. "The trial ended ten days ago and the news story about that old murder broke two days afterward. That's when the calls started. I just got that today."

He put the note back on the table. "You don't seem scared or upset."

She regarded him over the rim of her coffee mug. "I guess I don't understand why someone would act like this. Barton hasn't been sentenced and his appeals haven't started. He could still get off." She frowned. "This seems overly dramatic to me."

Jude considered it. She was right. Barton was convicted of voluntary manslaughter, which carried a mandatory sentence of ten years. But the judge had discretion and the trial wasn't a slam dunk. It was possible Barton would get far less.

The small cat awoke, her velvety ears pricked up like radar dishes. Then Jude heard it—a low, mewling noise. The cat sprang off the couch and paced down a small hallway behind the couch where Hannah Paxton sat. She set her coffee mug down, smiling apologetically as she stood up. "Sorry. Babies."

Babies? Jude watched her follow the cat. He had compiled a relatively complete file on Paxton and there was no mention of children. She disappeared into a room then soon emerged, something cuddled in her arms. The black and white cat led the way, looking up at her human when they entered the living room.

Paxton carried two tiny kittens. One was a tabby with sharp black markings on its gray fur. The other was orange and white. Both had enormous ears, big paws, big eyes and bright pink tongues when they yawned. She sat down on the couch while the black and white cat sprang up to sit next to her, sniffing the kittens that meandered awkwardly off Hannah Paxton's lap. "People always abandon animals out here." The orange kitten clambered over her and onto the back of the black and white cat, who was busily grooming the little tabby.

"Somebody left them?" Jude asked.

She nodded, smiling when the orange cat abandoned the adult and pounced on her bunny slipper. "Them, two siblings and the mother. The others died before I found them. I was barely able to save these two. I'll find them homes in a few weeks." She rubbed the orange kitten's head. It growled happily in reply. She turned her attention back to Jude while the kitten tugged on one bunny ear. "I'm sorry for the interruption. Do you want to take that letter with you? Is there something I should do about the phone calls?"

He jerked his attention away from the homey sight of Hannah Paxton curled up on her couch with small animals playing nearby. He knew from her driver's license that she was only five-one and weighed one-hundred-ten pounds. She seemed perfectly proportioned with what appeared to be large breasts, a small waist and flaring hips. He struggled not to smile at the sight of the tiny tabby kitten stalking her bunny slippers with intent savagery. "Let me listen to the messages." He stood.

"I keep it muted. Just turn up the volume button and press play." She disentangled herself from paws and shifted position on the couch, moving to the end nearest the answering machine.

Jude fumbled with the machine. The first message started to play.

"Your judgment's no better this time around than the first time around, you bitch. What makes you think you're entitled to sit in judgment on someone? What makes you better than anyone else? You just wait, you'll find out what happens to women like you."

Jude straightened up, surprised at the harsh, vindictive voice.

"They're all like that. All from the same person, I think. All the same vocabulary." The tabby kitten pounced on a slipper. The haunted look in Paxton's eyes softened. "All angry about my so-called 'judgment' on someone." She gently pried the kitten off and put him on her lap then she looked up at Jude with her clear, azure eyes.

He played the rest of the messages. She was right. They were repetitive, with similar phrasing and harshness. Paxton watched him, her face pale and still. The kittens tumbled around her but finally abandoned her for the adult cat, which patiently cleaned both in turn.

Jude sat back down across from her. "We can put a tap on your line."

"No need. I can tape the calls. Unless you want to do a trace or something?"

He stood again, suddenly anxious. This wasn't right. Everything in him, every cop instinct, made his nerves jangle. She was isolated here, she was alone and she was being threatened. He paced to the large picture window that looked out to her winding drive, the front yard and the road beyond.

"Detective?"

He turned. She met his eyes directly. He saw only curiosity, not fear. "I'm worried," he admitted.

She stood and set the kittens on the floor, where they trundled across the braided rug to peer up at him. "I know. But I don't know what to do about it. I've got a security system," she said, looking at the panel near the door. "I sleep with the cell phone near me at night. I've got a golf club under my bed." She smiled wryly. "I don't know any men who can sleep here and keep me company, so the golf club will have to do."

He edged away from the kittens, which clambered over his Timberland boots. "Can you stay in town?"

"Why? If someone wants to find me, they'll find me no matter where I am."

"But at least there will be people around you."

"I know how the law works. There's nothing you can do, right?" She jammed her hands in her jeans pockets, crossing the room to stand next to him.

He looked down into her eyes. She was about six inches shorter than he was, her eyes level with his chin. "Not much. But—"

She shook her head, her hair swinging around her face. "I shouldn't have called. Now you'll just worry."

"What?"

She patted his arm. "You'll worry. There's nothing you can do about it and now you'll just worry." She was attractive even though she wasn't the kind of woman he dated. 

Jude mentally laughed at himself. Dated. Who was he kidding? Nobody his age dated. "Yeah." He stabbed his fingers through his hair, making it stand up in small spikes. "I'll worry." He tried to figure some way they could extend protection to her.

"Perhaps if Mrs. Rosseau has a press conference," she suggested, rocking back and forth on her bunny slippers. "If she tells people how little I had to do with anything regarding the verdict. Miss Andronetti had far more to do with our verdict than I did."
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