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	TWO WOMEN AND A TARP

	Susanna Calkins and Erica Ruth Neubauer

	 

	On the interstate

	Milwaukee, Wisconsin

	9:15 a.m.

	 

	“Can you smell it?” Dana asked, clutching the inside handle of the passenger door. “I think I can.”

	Em tightened her hands on the black steering wheel of the Prius and took a deep breath. “I don’t think so.” She pointed toward the disappearing Milwaukee skyline. “Maybe you’re smelling the Miller brewery. The wind carries that yeasty smell pretty far.”

	“Could be.” Dana sniffed again. “When do bodies start to smell anyway?”

	“I don’t know. We should Google it.”

	“Seriously, Em?” Dana stared at her friend’s profile. “Weren’t you a cop? I feel like that’s something you should know. Something you would have had training around?”

	Em shrugged. “It’s been a long time since I served. I don’t remember anymore.” She checked the odometer. Still at sixty, just under the speed limit. “Come to think of it, we should look up when rigor mortis sets in, too.”

	“Right. We need to know that.” Dana pulled out her phone and began to type into the search engine. “When do dead bodies start to—?”

	She stopped, her index finger hovering over the tiny keyboard. “Wait! What if someone looks at my search history later?”

	Em’s eyes darted from the road, taking in her shaking form. “Deep breaths, Dana.”

	“I know, I know. I’m trying.” She gulped for air. “What if someone saw me?” She tugged at her seat belt where it was cutting into her chest. “Maybe one of the neighbors. Everyone has a camera.”

	“No one saw you, Dana.”

	“Maybe they did!” A note of hysteria crept into her voice. “They could be searching for me right now. Ugh. I should just turn myself in.”

	Em kept her eyes fixed on the banana-yellow VW in front of her. “I’m telling you, Dana. Once we cross into Minnesota, everything will be fine. We’ll find a good forest to bury the body. Some secluded woodsy area, with lots of good cover.”

	“You’re sure about that crossing state lines thing? Did you learn that when you were a cop?”

	“No. I saw a documentary once. This truck driver deliberately crossed a state line after he committed a crime. He knew state cops would be hard-pressed to track him down once he left their jurisdiction. That’s why I wanted to cross two state lines.”

	For the next few minutes, they were silent. Then Dana read one of the green directional signs out loud as they whizzed by. “Madison. Seventy miles.” Her fingernails dug into her palms. “How long until the Minnesota state line?”

	Em glanced at the digital display on her dashboard. “Four hours, maybe?”

	Dana put her hand to her forehead, resting her elbow on the door. “How the hell did we get here?”

	 

	 

	Earlier that morning

	Outside Chicago

	6:00 a.m.

	 

	“Em. I think I k-killed someone. With my car,” Dana whispered, her voice hoarse and strained over the cell phone. “Can you h-help me? I need to hide the body.”

	“Hide the body? Of course. I’ll bring a tarp. And some shovels.”

	“Just like that? Don’t you want to know who it is?”

	A long pause.

	“All right, Dana, who did you kill? Someone you know?”

	“Samuel.”

	“Samuel? Sam, you mean Sam? The guy who owns that restaurant?”

	“Yeah.”

	“The one you—?”

	“Yeah.”

	Another long silence. “Okay. Where are you now?”

	“Just outside Chicago.” Dana gave her the directions. “He…it…is in my garage.”

	“I’ll be there in an hour.”

	 

	 

	On the interstate, just past Madison

	10:33 a.m.

	 

	A Winnebago pressed by them on their right, two canoes tethered to the top of the rusty and weather-worn vehicle. A cheery bumper sticker drew Dana’s attention. “Life is Better on the River.” She snapped her fingers. “How about we just throw the body in a canoe? Float it down a river?”

	Em raised an eyebrow. “As in a Viking funeral? Should we shoot a flaming arrow too?”

	“Um, no. People might notice a canoe on fire—oh, you were kidding.” She snorted nervously. “I just meant, hide it in a canoe and send it down a river. Someone might think he, uh, died while fishing or something. Then we could just be done with this whole thing.”

	Em rolled her eyes. “Do you want to be on the world’s most stupid criminals list?” He has tire tracks all over him. No one is going to believe he died fishing.” She glanced at Dana. “So, you never said. How did you come to kill—run over him anyway?”

	Dana slumped back in the seat, staring out at the stretches of farmland. “I don’t know. It just happened.”

	 

	 

	At Dana’s house

	Highland Park, Illinois

	5:05 a.m.

	 

	Dana pulled into her driveway, tears streaming down her face. A dark figure stepped out from the shadows of the garage, causing her to slam on the brakes.

	“What the hell?” She lowered her car window. “Samuel! What are you doing here?”

	“You wouldn’t answer my calls.” His voice sounded a bit slurred. Drunk as always. “I just had to tell you—it was all a mistake! I don’t care about that woman. You’re the one I love. The one I want to be with—”

	She flicked on her high beams, suffusing his body in light. He was in head-to-toe black, the logo of his restaurant embroidered in red over his left breast pocket. “I’m tired, Sam. Get out of my way. I want to go to bed.”

	“Can we just talk?” He came over to her passenger door but she had pressed the lock before he could open it. “Oh, come on, Dana. Don’t be like that. I swear, sometimes you can be so immature.”

	“You need to leave, Sam. I’m done. We’re done.” She began to inch the car forward.

	“I’m not leaving until we talk.”

	“Fine, then I’m leaving.” She began to turn the car around so she could drive back down the driveway. “I’m not in the mood.”

	He darted down the driveway and spread out his arms in a playful way. “Gosh, your jealousy is so cute. I’m not going to let you leave.”

	Dana took her foot off the brake, her eyes intent on his body. “Get out my way, Sam.”

	“I’m telling you—she didn’t mean…Hey! What are you doing?”

	Dana stamped down on the gas pedal like she was stamping on his cheating face.

	 

	 

	On the interstate, Wisconsin Dells

	11:36 a.m.

	 

	“Blood red,” Dana murmured, her eyes half closed as she lolled back against the headrest.

	“You dreaming, hon?”

	This was the first time either woman had spoken in the last half hour.

	Dana gestured vaguely toward the majestic foliage that lined the interstate, the leaves of the great oaks and maple trees scalding orange and crimson. “Glad it stopped raining. I hate when all the leaves are downed during a single storm.”

	“Agreed,” Em replied. She peered up at the gray sky above to see a streak of sun cutting through the nebula. “Looks like it’s clearing up a bit.”

	Dana jerked up in her seat then, the seat belt furiously snapping her back into place. “Oh my God.”

	“What is it?” Em asked.

	“It’s been raining! It could have rained in Minnesota too. What if the ground is all wet?” She clapped her hands to her mouth. “We’ll be leaving footprints all over the place, won’t we?”

	Em patted her knee. “We’ll figure it out. We won’t leave any footprints. Don’t worry, Dana. We’ve got this.”

	Dana swallowed. “If you say so.”

	“I know so.”

	 

	 

	On the interstate, outside Mauston, Wisconsin

	11:58 a.m.

	 

	Em glanced in her rearview window and then blanched. “Oh. My. God.”

	The car swerved abruptly as she whipped off her red sunglasses and pivoted in her seat to stare at the back of the car.

	“What are you doing?” Dana exclaimed, grabbing the wheel to straighten the car. A convertible to their right honked before blasting past them. “What happened? What’s wrong?”

	“His hand! I see it.” Her voice sounded strangled, as her eyes kept flicking toward the rearview mirror. “My God. Is he waving?”

	“What?” Dana pivoted to stare into the back.

	A hand was touching the glass of the hatchback’s rear window with curled fingers, swinging back and forth.

	“Dana,” Em whispered. “Are you absolutely certain that Sam was dead?”

	“Are you kidding? Of course I’m sure. I ran over him, didn’t I?”

	“Then why the hell is he waving?”Em’s calm demeanor was cracking.

	A hysterical giggle burst from Dana’s lips as realization set in. “I don’t think he’s waving. I mean, not on purpose. He’s definitely dead. His hand must have just, I don’t know, popped up.”

	“Stupid rigor mortis,” Em muttered.

	Dana couldn’t stop another strained giggle from escaping as she craned her neck to look out at the passing cars. “What if someone sees the hand? All we need is one of these truck drivers to get a good look and then we’re toast. They’ll call the police on the CB radio or whatever the hell they use these days.”

	“Calm down, Dana,” Em replied, having regained her original calm. “Let me just pull over. We’ll fix it before anyone sees.” She put on her turn signal and merged into the right lane. “I see a Festival Foods up ahead. They’ll have a nice big parking lot and we can take care of this mess.”

	“It’s pointing like—” Dana began to convulse into deep gales of uncontrollable laughter, tears streaming down her cheeks.

	“Like what?”

	It took a full moment before Dana could compose herself enough to speak. “A corpse’s pointing finger. You know, l-like in medieval times, when the corpse would point to its murderer!”

	“Jesus, Dana. Pull it together. Do I need to slap you?”

	 

	 

	In the Festival Foods parking lot

	Mauston, Wisconsin

	12:03 p.m.

	 

	After forcing the hand back under the blanket, Em slid back into the driver’s seat. Though she turned the car back on, she just sat there for a moment, letting the engine idle.

	“Why aren’t we leaving?” Dana asked. “What’s wrong?”

	“I was just thinking about what you said before. About the rain and leaving footprints. You’re right. We need to figure out what to do.”

	Dana began to gnaw at her thumbnail. “Okay, so, do you have an idea?”

	“We need men’s shoes. Giant men’s shoes.” She smirked. “Even if we leave footprints, they won’t be from our shoes.”

	“Hmm. That makes sense.” Dana clucked her teeth. “But how will we buy them? We can’t use our credit cards.”

	“I have some cash.”

	“Okay. That’s good.” Dana rubbed her nose. “Is he starting to smell now? I think he’s starting to smell.”

	Em sniffed again. “I don’t think so. But let’s open the windows just in case.”

	They rolled their windows down and gulped in the fresh air. Em started to drive out of the parking lot, easing back to the on-ramp.

	“So, we’ll use the shoes,” Dana said. “Then we’ll need to dump them somewhere, right?”

	Em tapped on the steering wheel, deep in thought. “A dumpster is best,” she decided. “It can go straight into a landfill. A dumpster by a restaurant would be perfect.” She pointed at the sign of a cheese emporium looming ahead of them. “Like that one.”

	 

	 

	On the interstate

	Outside Black River Falls, Wisconsin

	3:00 p.m.

	 

	“This traffic jam sucks,” Em said, eating another cheese curd. Groaning, she dropped her head on the steering wheel. “We haven’t moved in ten minutes. Must be an accident up ahead.”

	“If only we hadn’t stopped to buy the shoes. And the cheese.” Dana looked accusingly at the half-eaten bag of cheese between them. “Maybe we’d have missed this mess.”

	Em shrugged. “I needed to eat. Relax. It will clear soon, I’m sure.”

	“People are looking at us. Don’t you think they’re looking at us? Can they see him?”

	“Jeez, Dana. I told you! He’s completely covered up. Besides, everyone is just trying to move along. No one is concerned about what’s in our car.” Em glanced sharply at her friend. “Girl, you have to try to look natural. People are going to notice if you keep staring at the other drivers like that. Quit with the crazy eyes already.”

	“I’m sorry. It’s hard to act natural when, you know, there’s a body back there.”

	She rubbed her eyes. A truck with an oversize load inched by, carefully balancing a prefab home across the flatbed. A gigantic banner strung across the home depicted a wholesome-looking family about to cross the threshold. “Your Dreams Start Here!”

	“Too bad we can’t just throw the body in there,” she muttered. “We’re going slow enough. How much longer until we get to Minnesota?”

	“I’m guessing about two hours.”

	“Two hours? Shit.” Dana tapped her foot on gray carpeted floor. “Although, Em, do we need to go this route? I thought there was a state line near La Crosse?”

	Em slapped her head. “Sheesh. I think you’re right. I’ve been driving like we’re heading to Minneapolis. But let’s keep this route. If someone asks us, we could just say we wanted to check out the Mall of America or something.”

	 

	 

	On the interstate

	Outside Eau Claire, Wisconsin

	4:15 pm

	 

	The billboard on the hillside captured both women’s attention at once. “Join us out here,” it proclaimed, with the word “Leinenkugel’s” scrawled in fancy script over the image of two campers clustered around a campfire, drinking bottles of beer.

	“Ah, Leinies,” Em said, switching back into the faster lane. Traffic was moving briskly again, and they were back to pushing seventy. “I could use a lager right now.”

	“Same.” Dana paused. “I’ve been thinking about my car.”

	“What about it?

	“The whole front is dented. There’s blood all over the front too. Even though it’s tucked away in my garage right now, at some point, I’ll need to drive it again. Someone may notice the damage, right? Ask me why I have blood on my car? Maybe I should just sell it.”

	“Don’t sell it! At least not for a while,” Em said sharply. She tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. “As for the blood, I’ve got it figured out. When we get back, we’ll smear deer’s blood and fur all over the front. The fenders, the grill, the headlights. All of it. Then you take it to a garage, give them a sob story about a deer crossing your path on Sheridan, and they’ll take care of it.” She smirked. “Easy-peasy.”

	Her eyes flicked over at her friend, waiting for her to reply. “Don’t give me that skeptical look! I’m telling you, people hit deer all the time in Wisconsin and no one ever calls the police to sort it out.”

	Dana was quiet for a moment. “Where are we going to get deer fur?”

	Em shrugged. “There’s been a deer corpse about every hundred yards along this whole trip. We’ll stop on the way back and get one.” She frowned. “I wonder if I have a second tarp.”

	Dana swallowed. “That’s disgusting.”

	Em rolled her eyes.

	“So, we’ll bring back this deer carcass, and then you’ll just smear blood on my car when we get back?”

	“No, I won’t. You will.”

	“But I’m a vegetarian,” Dana whined.

	 

	 

	On the interstate, crossing the Saint Croix River

	Wisconsin-Minnesota state line

	5:30 p.m.

	 

	“Em, I think someone is following us.”

	“Get out of here. No one is following us.” Em stared into the rearview mirror. “I don’t see anyone.”

	“I think there is! That black car. I’m sure I’ve seen it before.”

	“Dana. You’re getting paranoid.” Still, Em changed lanes. “Shit. They changed lanes too. Who could be following us?”

	“Someone who saw what I did?”

	“No. That can’t be right.”

	“Why do you say that?”

	“Think about it rationally. If someone saw you run over that jerk, they would have called the police back when it happened. Back in Chicago. Right?”

	Dana chewed her bottom lip. “Right. I suppose.” She peered into the side window again. “Still, that car looks familiar.” She sucked in her breath. “If I didn’t know better, I would have thought it was Sam’s.”

	“Sam’s car? For God’s sake. Before you make me completely paranoid too, let’s figure out the place to hide the body.” Em cracked her neck. “Once we cross this bridge, we’ll be in Minnesota, and closing in on nightfall. Now, we’ll just need to find a remote area with a lot of tree cover.”

	“An area with lots of tree cover, got it. We can’t Google this either.” Dana rummaged through the glove box. “Do you have an atlas?”

	“An atlas? I imagine my husband gave me one when I first bought the car. Fifteen years ago.”

	“Found it.” Dana spread the atlas across her lap and perused the Minneapolis-St. Paul area. “Fifteen years. Hmmm. How outdated could it be?”

	 

	 

	Woodbury Golf Course

	Woodbury, Minnesota

	5:45 p.m.

	 

	“You’ve taken us to a golf course,” Em said flatly, after they’d exited the highway and navigated a set of stops and turns. “I think someone will notice if we try to bury a dead body here.” She pointed to a blue area slightly north of their current location. “How about here? Lake Elmo Park Preserve. It’s just a few minutes away.”

	“Let’s do it.”

	 

	 

	Lake Elmo Park Reserve

	Minnesota

	5:55 p.m.

	 

	Ten minutes later, Em pulled into a visitor’s parking lot on the edge of a lake preserve that had not been taken over by McMansions and over-eager developers. A sign read “Park Closes at 6pm, Oct-Mar.” A long chain hung between two poles, effectively barring them from entry.

	“What do you think?” she asked.

	“No other cars around. That’s a good sign,” Dana replied, pressing her hands together. “I think this will work. We can do this.”

	Em drove the length of the parking lot, looking for a place to enter. “We can’t just drag this guy into the woods though. He’ll be too heavy. We need to get deeper into the forest.”

	Dana pointed at a sign leading to a gravel road. A sign read “Service Vehicles Only.”

	“What about there?” she asked.

	“Perfect,” Em said, maneuvering the car through the service entrance.

	They climbed out, standing in the shine of the headlights while they examined the little gate in front of the entrance to a dirt road.

	“Huh. It’s not even locked.” Em swung the gate open. “Can you close it after I pull the car through?”

	Dana nodded, pushing the metal gate closed again behind the car and hurrying to get back in the passenger’s side. They bumped slowly along the dirt and gravel path, deep ruts having been carved by heavier vehicles.

	“Here, do you think?” Dana asked.

	“Not yet. I think we need to get a little further in.”

	 

	 

	6:05 p.m.

	 

	Em finally stopped the car. “This looks like a good spot,” she said, unbuckling her seat belt.

	Dana handed her a pair of the men’s shoes. “Don’t forget these.”

	A few moments later, they exited the car, breaking into hysterical giggles as they flopped along in their ridiculous clown-like shoes.

	Peering over the steep embankment, they grew sober again.

	“If we roll him down this hill,” Em said, pointing downward, “it will be easier to drag him into those trees to bury him.”

	Using the dim light from Dana’s cell phone to see, they pulled Sam’s body out of the trunk and duct-taped the tarp around his head and feet. Still flop-walking in their men’s shoes, they managed to get him to the edge of the road.

	They looked at each other. “On the count of three?” Dana asked and Em nodded.

	“One…” Dana said. “Two…”

	“Three!” They shouted together and heaved the body down the embankment.

	The body rolled several times before coming to an abrupt stop about twenty feet down.

	“Shit,” Em said. “He’s stuck.”

	Grabbing the shovels, the women slid down the small hill to where the tarp-wrapped body was half curled around a tree stump.

	“Jeez! I can’t believe we didn’t see the stupid stump,” Dana said, kicking at it. “This is a lot harder than I thought it would be.”

	Grunting, they managed to push the body off the stump and send it on its way once again. Finally, they got to the bottom of the embankment.

	“We’ll need to drag him from here. You grab the top,” Em said. “I’ve got his feet.”

	“Ugh, that’s his head. Why do I have to hold that part?”

	“Because you ran him over. And honestly, you can’t even see it with the tarp. Just think of this thing as…something else.”

	“What else could it possibly be?” Dana muttered, but she grabbed the top end of the body without further comment.

	Together, they dragged the body deeper into the stand of pines, grunting and gasping for air the whole while.

	About two hundred yards in, Em stopped, trying to catch her breath. “Far enough,” she managed. “We can dig here. In a minute.”

	Dana crouched over in relief, grasping her sides. When she’d regained her breath, she grabbed her shovel and began to dig.

	 

	 

	6:45 pm

	 

	It had only taken a few minutes before the digging became tedious.

	“How deep does this need to be? I don’t think six feet is going to happen.” Dana leaned against her shovel. “I’m going to get blisters through my gloves.”

	Em surveyed the ground. “I think three or four feet should be fine.”

	“Don’t stop digging on my account,” a man’s voice came from behind them.

	They whirled around.

	A man in maybe his late twenties, dressed in a brown coat, gray cap, and jeans was standing there, holding a gun. “I’ll need that hole for the two of you.”

	“Who the fuck are you?” Em demanded, lowering her shovel.

	The man pointed to the tarp-covered body. “Samuel’s nephew.”

	Dana squinted at him. “Jason.”

	“That’s right. I know who you are too. And, more importantly, I saw what you did.”

	“What? How could you have? No one was there.”

	“Oh, but I was,” Jason replied. “My dear Uncle Sam was giving me a ride home from the restaurant. When you didn’t pick up his calls, he decided he needed to see you.” He grinned spitefully at her. “We were parked in front of your next-door neighbor’s house. I saw the whole thing go down.”

	“Shit. I didn’t even think about his car,” Em muttered.

	“It was an accident! I swear!” Dana cried, starting to tremble.

	“Was it an accident? Really?” Jason scoffed. “From what I saw, you had him in your sights and ran him down. Pissed you off, did he?”

	“No, er,—”

	“It was an accident!” Em declared stoutly, although there was a question in her eyes when she glanced at her friend.

	“Then why did you and your friend load his body into her trunk?” Jason asked. “Explain that.”

	“I p-panicked,” Dana said. “Truly.”

	Jason laughed. “Don’t get me wrong, lady. I don’t care if you wanted to kill him. In fact, it helps me out a lot, because I’ve been wanting to kill my uncle for years.”

	“Why? Oh, for his money? He always said you were a good-for-nothing lowlife.”

	 “Guilty, I suppose. Why work, when you can inherit?”

	“So let me get this straight,” Em said, running her fingers along the shovel. “You saw him get run over. Why didn’t you just call the police?”

	“Well, now, that’s where it gets tricky. He had something in his pocket that would ruin my plans. So, I needed it back.” He frowned. “I thought I’d retrieve it after Miss Dana here left. I never expected her to call someone and for you to drive off with the body! I was forced to follow you.”

	“So you followed us this whole time?” Em asked. “From Chicago to Minnesota?”

	“I couldn’t figure out what you were doing—I didn’t expect you to drive across two states to bury the body.” Jason glanced at their feet. “Or to buy men’s shoes. What was that for anyway—to disguise your shoe prints? Impressive, truly.” He waved his gun toward them. “Thing is, I’m also going to need his body.”

	“What?” Em exclaimed. “That’s gross.”

	“For the insurance. My uncle was rich and I’m his only beneficiary. Or at least, I thought I was. Turns out he hired a private investigator to look into an old girlfriend. Appears that Uncle Sam had a son twenty years ago. He just told me about him. Hadn’t told anyone else it seemed, and I intend to keep it that way.”

	“Ah, so that was what was in his pocket. The P.I.’s report about his son—his lawful beneficiary?” Dana’s giggle was tight. “I see that scumbag quality runs in the family.”

	“I just need to destroy the report. And then I need the body. Without evidence that he’s dead, he’ll just be a missing person and I’ll never collect.”’

	“I’m not sure that’s how it works,” Em replied, tightening her grip on the shovel.

	Jason stepped closer. “I don’t care what you think. Keep digging.”

	Still shaking, Dana began to dig again, continuing her prattle as she shoveled earth into a pile. “So, you’re going to drag the body back up the embankment and then leave it somewhere? They’ll just think you’re the one who killed him.”

	“What? No, that’s not right—” He started to say but was cut off by Em swinging her shovel, knocking the gun out of his hand.

	Before he could shout, she swung her shovel again, striking him hard across his head. As he started to slump to his knees, Dana landed another glancing blow. Em struck him one more time, so that he fell directly in the freshly dug hole.

	The women lowered their shovels and stared down at his still form. Blood was pooling around his head, and his eyes stared sightlessly upward.

	“Do you think he’s dead?” Dana whispered.

	“I think so,” Em replied. Still, she kneeled down beside the body, warily watching for any movement. She plucked the gun from his lifeless fingers. “Amateur,” she said, shaking her head. “You never get that close to someone when you’re holding a gun on them.”

	Dana regarded the man’s body where it sprawled next to his tarp-enclosed uncle. “We’re gonna need a bigger hole.”

	 

	 

	Lakeview Tavern

	Minneapolis, Minnesota

	9 p.m.

	 

	Dana took a long sip of her beer. “Just what I needed.”

	“Likewise.” Em dipped another cheese curd into the ranch and popped it into her mouth. “I’m so glad they still have Oktoberfest on tap. It gets harder to find this time of year.”

	For a moment they leaned back, taking in the old oak tables, deer heads mounted on the walls, the pool table in the back. Next to them, some locals were joshing about curling and hot dish.

	Finally, Dana spoke. “How long do you think that man’s car will sit in the rest stop parking lot?”

	After they had buried nephew and uncle side by side, Em pitched the shoes in a restaurant dumpster covered with Vikings stickers, while Dana drove Sam’s car to a truck stop off the highway. They had met up again and driven into Minneapolis, stopping at the Lakeview Tavern, which had all local brews on tap.

	Em shrugged. “Probably a month or so. As rest stops go, I think that place stays pretty busy. Who’s going to notice his car? By the time they do, we’ll be long gone.”

	Dana tossed back the last swig of her beer. “Speaking of which, should we head out?”

	Em popped the last tater tot in her mouth and stood up. “You betcha.”

	 

	Back to TOC

	 

	 


 

	THE ONE-THOUSANDTH LAKE

	Eric Beckstrom

	 

	Minnesota, land of seventeen thousand lakes. Never let anyone tell you it’s fewer. License plates lie.

	All of those lakes, each one of them, contain dead things.

	Some of those dead things are people.

	I know because I put some of them there. One by accident—my twin brother, when we were nine and didn’t understand ice—and others on purpose—after I grew up and did understand ice.

	Never let anyone tell you there are only ten thousand lakes in Minnesota, not even—especially not even—on a state-issued license plate. And never let anyone tell you, not even facetiously, that there are two seasons in Minnesota and that those two seasons are (snicker snicker) winter and road construction.

	There’s only one season in Minnesota: it’s always winter.

	February is the two a.m. of a Minnesota winter. Who would you put under the ice, in February? Tell the truth. Don’t say “No one.” You don’t have to hate someone to want them where hydrogen and oxygen aren’t the only things that slow to a crawl, or to a stop. You just have to need them gone from the world above the two a.m. lake. In fact, you don’t even have to need them gone. You only have to want them gone. Sometimes you can even just wish them gone when the two of you are ice skating on the lake too close to the rotted tree trunk thrust up from beneath the surface where the ice is always thinner, the hand of a drowning swimmer reaching for air. It doesn’t even have to be a serious wish. Just a second of childish jealousy or envy. A parent’s hug lasted a second longer or a second shorter than it should have. A brother’s ice skating was always more straight or more crooked.

	Sometimes it’s someone else who needs them, wants them, wishes them gone, and sometimes they ask you to make their wish come true.

	I didn’t know I was going to write all of this until I sat down to make out my shopping list. I was heading into town to ask some questions, figured I might as well pick up some stuff, too. The kind of stuff that always runs out, breaks, or dulls with use.

	Baked beans

	Bread

	Coffee

	Peanut butter

	Fishing line

	Nylon rope

	Ice saw blades

	Then, items became paragraphs. Paragraphs with questions like, where is Jason Westcraft? And, who wants him there and why?

	In my mind he’s like Schrödinger’s cat, both alive and dead while he remains unfound and unlooked upon. That’s what I’m tasked with. Finding him. Will I kill him or give him life when I observe him? Why has it become my thing, to set his state in the universe?

	Well, I already said. I was asked to. Tommy the Curb from Out East—Out East always said like a proper noun, as though Out East were a proper place—it isn’t—Tommy the Curb directs traffic all over the country. You’d be surprised how heavy the traffic is up here, moving stuff from one place to another that’s not supposed to move across state lines, or at all. The Twin Cities (fraternal at best), Duluth, Saint Cloud. Lots of traffic. If the mapping apps tracked that particular kind of movement, the highways and the county roads up here, in the country’s attic, would be all red, all the time.

	This was the only time Curby ever tasked me with finding someone. Usually, it’s the opposite. Making someone not able to be found. Unlocatable. He knew I’d only unfind someone if that someone deserved it. It was an understanding we had. How that understanding came about, and how Curby and I met in Monowi, Nebraska—freaking Nebraska—a town of one resident—not even a one-horse town, but a one-person town—freaking Nebraska—how that happened is another story. The point is, Tommy the Curb and I bonded over the Freaking Nebraska Debacle. We go back a ways and so he asked me to find a guy instead of unfind a guy.

	Jason Westcraft. I didn’t think there could be two of them, not up here, so I did what everyone does and Googled the name. As far as I can tell there’s not another one in the entire country. Which means it’s the one and only Jason Westcraft, the same one who was my best friend throughout most of grade school and into middle school. Thinking about that, contemplating it—the odds and the oddness—was like pulling dry leather from a wet brain. It hurt.

	Jason Westcraft went from my life decades ago for no reason besides the reason most people go from your life. Everyone has their own beneath and their own above, and people are always disappearing from our lives into their own beneath, or we’re always disappearing into ours. I don’t know how else to say it. People come and go, often for no other reason than that: people come and go.

	But now Jason might be gone from life itself, and not just from mine. Up here in the cold attic, when people disappear they’re almost always gone from the world. Or at least the part of them that matters is gone. You might not think a guy in my line believes in that stuff—God and the soul, which must exist if God does—but it’s been my experience that almost everyone in my line believes in God. That’s why we all walk around more afraid than most people. We’re never nervous—can’t afford to be, not in our line—but we’re always afraid.

	Beneath. Most people who disappear are beneath something. They’re not just lying out in the open or on top of other things. A lot of them are beneath water. If Jason is one of them he could be in any one of seventeen thousand places, and that’s only counting lakes.

	I met Jason when we were nine, our birthdays two days apart, his October 30, mine November 1. When I first saw him, or first saw the bottoms of his feet, he was in one of the five thousand ice fishing houses covering roughly half the two hundred square miles of Lake Mille Lacs. Mille Lacs is two and a half hours north of the Cities, an hour and a half southwest of Duluth, and an hour northeast of Saint Cloud, if you’re keeping track. Every year about two dozen of the temporary dwellings burn or sink through the ice beneath them because drunk or sleepy fishermen—it’s always men who do the sinking because women are wiser—don’t tend properly to their little propane heaters. Every year at least one poor idiot immolates himself because he uses wood to heat a ten-by-ten room…a room itself made of wood. More than once such a person has even hauled a wood burning stove onto the lake and plunged into the depths along with the cast iron as it melts through the ice like Minnesota’s version of the China Syndrome.

	Jason’s dad had his fishing house on giant wooden sled runners to make it easier to haul around on the ice and through the constantly accumulating snow. I was out with my pole, heading toward a fishing house I knew wasn’t locked and wasn’t being used, it being the first week of March when people were getting ready to haul their huts off the lakes. It had snowed seven inches and was still snowing, so the surface of Mille Lacs looked deceptively solid despite the preceding week of warmer than usual weather.

	Through the dense fog of snow—flakes the size of acorns—I heard wood sliding over frozen water. I could tell it was moving vertically, not horizontally, and something sliding downward was never good on the eve of spring on a softening lake.

	I dropped my pole and tackle and ran toward what I knew had to be a hole in the ice, moving as fast as I could in my heavy snowmobile boots. Even with no wind against me it was like that nightmare everyone has had, trying to get someplace and being held back in slow motion, running through a thick slurry of cement.

	Two horns reared up from the ice in front of me, and between them wriggled two proboscises, all of it indistinct through the white filter behind which the world lay, blurred and half disappeared.

	After a moment the image resolved. The back ends of two sled runners were slipping over the lip of a hole and into the lake at a forty-five-degree angle. By then the rear side of the icehouse was even with the surface of the frigid water, and from a small square window, now missing its plexiglass, the legs of a kid kicked, booted feet trying to gain leverage against snow and desperation. Water was bubbling and erupting up through the window, which meant the kid’s head and torso were underwater.

	I jumped onto the back of the icehouse, grabbed the squirming legs, and pulled straight up. My weight had accelerated the sinking, but his buoyancy helped and a second later he popped up like a bobber and was out. He coughed and choked, exhaling water and inhaling snow as I stepped us both across the gap between the wood of the house and the dubious solidity of the snow and ice surrounding it. We trudged away from the hole toward my tackle, which in my mind seemed like base camp, like safety.

	So, Jason Westcraft and I became friends. Not because he owed me his life—that kind of talk never came up—but because we’d shared an adventure. Because we were two third-grade loners who’d been out fishing by ourselves when we shouldn’t have been.

	Our friendship didn’t end. It just slid beneath the surface of life because that’s what happens. It was there, it just could no longer be seen or gotten to. Forty years later Tommy the Curb called from Out East, not knowing he was hiring me to find my old friend. Coincidence is coincidental with life. I never believed in providence, and I stopped believing in serendipity a long time ago. I no longer try to assign meaning to coincidence, but that doesn’t make it any less striking when it happens. Jason and I, from the same lightly populated part of central Minnesota, bonded over a life-changing experience, lost track of each other, but, someplace in the back of the universe, had reconnected through Tommy the Curb. What were the odds? There are four casinos on West Mille Lacs. I thought about making the rounds.

	The best way to locate people is through other people. I was born at Split Rock Lighthouse—literally, in the parking lot, near the cliff’s edge—but grew up near Agate Bay, on the east side of Mille Lacs, before settling in Big Lake to be near the Cities. Through kindergarten Jason lived between Mille Lacs and Round Lake, which resembles a falcon or a terrier more than a circle, and moved to Agate Bay the same year I did. It was a few more years before we met on the ice. It’s not always the case that everyone knows everyone around small towns, like the ones anchored to the edges of every body of water on Earth. That idea is either a truism with very limited application or it’s a cliché. Lots of people live in isolated, low population areas precisely because they don’t want to know or be known to a lot of people.

	The Curb told me Jason was still around Agate Bay. It is not a cliché that if you’re trying to find someone around a small town you start with the bars and the one or two locally owned restaurants. I dropped into Jim’s Northern Bar ‘n’ Grill, just an old local stopping by looking for an old friend. Nothing. I stopped by the Taconite Teetotaler. Too alliterative, but they at least knew who Jason was. They hadn’t seen him in weeks, though. Nothing helpful there.

	I still had an ace in the hole. If you’re looking for someone around here and you don’t check the local bait shop, you’re not really wanting to find them. In Agate Bay that’s Agate Supplay and Bayt, which is not clever and seems more like a pair of copywritten typos. But I know the owner, as everyone in Agate does. He’s ninety-eight years old and has no hint of the Minnesota lilt. You’d expect him to be named Olaf and have an accent out of a Coen brothers movie, but his name is Anthony and he sounds like he’s from nowhere.

	That day it was cold enough for spit to freeze before it hit the ground. The entire internet seems to be wrong on this point. Anyone who lives up here has heard frozen spit hit the ground and bounce like a pebble. Jason and I used to have contests to see who could make their spit bounce the highest.

	When I entered the shop Anthony looked up from his Minneapolis Star-Tribune the same way he had for decades, like he knew just who it was and had been expecting them, even if they hadn’t been around for years.

	“Well,” he said, “let me guess. Beans. Coffee. Bread. Peanut butter.”

	Like I’d been in the week before, when I hadn’t been in that shop since high school.

	I shook my head in false wonderment—I was unsurprised—and then took off my mittens and shook his hand.

	“Anthony. I knew you’d be here.”

	“Where else?” Not “Who else,” but “Where else,” as though I’d been looking for him and this had been the first stop on a long list of possibilities.

	He put down his newspaper and I handed him my list. That’s generally how it goes at Agate Supplay and Bayt. He’s always moving everything around and no item ever seems to be in the same place twice. It’s quicker for all concerned if Anthony assembles your items for you.

	I got right to the point because he was a right to the point kind of guy.

	“Anthony, have you seen Jason Westcraft lately? We lost touch and I’m trying to reconnect.”

	He didn’t say anything for a full ten seconds, which is a long pause in a short conversation, especially with Anthony. In fact, it was unique in my experience. Normally, he was a talker.

	A can of beans dropped from his hand and landed expiration date up on the concrete floor between us. I’d have three years to eat those beans before they’d become tainted. I noticed his hand was shaking and felt bad that he was doing my shopping for me like it was a half a century ago.

	But then I saw that he was not infirm and not simply aged. He was scared.

	He seemed to make a decision. He spoke almost inaudibly, as though he might be overheard, like maybe the cold would freeze not just spit but also words, and that someone watching from the little stand of trees between the parking lot and the lake could read those words and know that he was talking about something out of bounds and forbidden.

	That was the kind of fear I saw in those century-eyes.

	“Haven’t seen Jason in a month, not since the middle of January. He comes in once a week, every week, never fails.”

	He paused again, the beat adding weight to his next words. Lead sinkers making the line taught.

	“Not even if he’s been visiting those friends of his Out East.”

	I picked up the can of beans, gently took the little shopping basket from his right hand, and continued gathering the rest of my items. He still held the list in his shaking left hand, but it wasn’t long and I didn’t need it. I let him keep it because having someone’s list in his hand would feel familiar to him and that’s what he needed just then.

	“How did he seem when you saw him last?” I didn’t bother trying to sound casual.

	“They.”

	“Pardon?”

	“It was him and some other guy, except the other guy never came in. Not from around here. Dressed like he didn’t know winter. Like he only knew big city winter. Warm clothes, but too pretty. He just sat in the SUV. Not Jason’s. Had to be the other guy’s, but Jason was driving. Too new. A rental.”

	I didn’t say anything. He was getting there just fine all by himself.

	“Scared. Not nervous, you know? Jason was scared.”

	To my left, stacked to the bottom of the store’s picture window, and in front me halfway to the ceiling, he had stacked hundreds of cases of Granite Glacier bottled water, something I’d never seen around here. I assumed it was the same trend as most other places. People paying a lot of money for bottled water when they could just turn on the tap. I dropped a two-pack of ice saw blades into the basket and waited for Anthony to share what was on his mind. I was a local who had once known him for fifteen years, so it didn’t matter that it’d been a lifetime since we’d last spoken.

	He’d seen my eyes sweep the bottled water.

	“People started asking for that last year. I couldn’t keep it stocked so I finally went all in.”

	I nodded and hung a fifty-foot coil of nylon rope around my left shoulder, made my way over to the till with him leading the way. It turned out the walk to the till wasn’t just a walk to the till. It was Anthony making another decision.

	“You know, Jason contracted—contracts—himself out. Not many people know that. Gathering soil and water samples. Testing ’em. Fertilizer companies. Herbicide companies. Chicken factories.”

	“Does he, now.”

	“I think it’s just one thing he does,” Anthony said, but he wasn’t surmising. He knew Jason Westcraft had another line even if he didn’t know what it was. There’s always someone from somewhere taking vials of water or dipping sticks in water or dunking lab-labeled buckets in water around here. Testing water in the Land of Seventeen Thousand Lakes would have been the perfect cover for Jason Westcraft, a guy with business Out East.

	And all that water Anthony had stocked and stacked. Water, water everywhere. Another coincidence.

	“That’s not all he bought.”

	“Pardon?”

	“Jason. What he bought last time I saw him. A case of water. Nylon rope. Ice saw blades. Like you. He shopped while that other guy sat in the truck, watching through the picture window. The other guy never seemed to blink.”

	I paid for my stuff and the till expectorated a curled receipt, the ink dark purple. Bruises shaped like numbers and words.

	Anthony sat down on his stool and picked up the Trib, which was probably full of bad news. More ink, more bruises.

	He said, “I looked out that window, too. The strangest thing.”

	I waited while he read without reading. His eyes moved back and forth across the columns like he was in open-eyed REM.

	“When Jason went back out the guy said something and nodded to the back of the SUV. Jason handed the guy a bottle of water from the case and then stashed the rest. He got behind the wheel and it looked like the guy handed him something. Jason just stared at him. He was scared. Shook his head ‘No’ but the other guy opened his shiny city jacket like he was showing Jason something else. Like maybe something tucked into his waistband. Then Jason took a sip from a plastic jug, like a milk jug, except it just looked like water. That must be what the guy handed him. Then the guy looked, I don’t know, gleeful. Determined. He said something else to Jason and Jason took another long swallow.

	“Why would he make him drink water? The guy kept staring at him. Like he was shoving him with his eyes. Then Jason looked straight ahead through the glass of that windshield and through the glass of my picture window and right into my own eyes. He looked straight into my eyes and drank half that jug while the other guy nursed his own bottle of Granite Glacier and stared at the side of Jason’s head like he was daring him to stop drinking.”

	“Then they drove away and you haven’t seen either of them since,” I finished for him.

	Out of words, he nodded.

	I made one more purchase, a role of fifty “Lucky 10,000 Lakes” dollar scratch ’n’ wins. I looked at the receipt.

	“Your till is computerized. It remembers transaction dates and times.”

	He nodded again, put down the paper again, and began tapping the till screen again. A few seconds later he handed me a copy of Jason’s receipt.

	“Cameras?”

	He shook his head. No cameras.

	He was tapped out. I thanked him and left him with his Trib, which he continued to not read.

	Just fifteen minutes had passed, but outside it was less cold and more cloudy. More snow was on the way.

	Boat rentals on a lake are one thing, car rentals another. People bring their own cars, so there were only a few places to check. I could only hope to get lucky.

	I did. You might not believe it, but it’s true. It’s easier to bribe an hourly employee with fifty dollars’ worth of scratch ’n’ win tickets than with five twenty-dollar bills. The tickets seem to hold so much more promise of greater riches, even if the person could just turn around and buy twice as many chances with a hundred bucks. The thing is, most hourlies can’t bring themselves to spend that much on gas station lotteries, but it’s okay if someone else does it for them.

	The truck Jason drove, and in which he was forced to drink God knows what from a milk jug, was rented by some guy whose name doesn’t matter just now. I don’t know yet what was in the water that was in that jug, or where exactly it came from. Nor do I know why the guy wanted to create a fresh human tissue sample out of Jason Westcraft. At first I thought it was all a cosmic red herring. Jason’s water testing. Granite Glacier water in never-before-seen quantities. Childhood lakes. Present lakes. Snow. Ice. Too much water imagery to amount to anything.

	I was wrong. Sometimes things are just what they seem, even if you don’t know quite what they are. I’ll know soon enough, because I know that’ll be my next task, courtesy of Tommy the Curb.

	Extortion. Human tissue samples sent to someone doing illegal dumping would bring more credibility and leverage to bear than just a jug of water, as to the lengths the extortionist would go.

	Revenge. Jason helped cover something up, and the SUV guy was really an avenging angel.

	Just the opposite. Jason uncovers something and can’t be bought. His fate is a message to others who might interfere.

	A means to an end. Law firm planning to cash in on gigantic class action suit hires a guy to create evidence.

	Something like that or something different. I’ll know soon enough.

	For a roll of instant-win tickets I not only bought the guy’s info, but the rental’s GPS log. My guess is he arrived in the area with a two-wheel drive vehicle only to realize he’d need something for off-road. Something that could be driven across a frozen lake.

	I said before that Jason could be in any one of seventeen thousand places. But I knew he could really only be in one. You can find people through people, but in my experience finding them through poetics happens just about as often. You look where they’ve been, you imagine the tragedies and coincidences of their life. Everyone ends up beneath something—that is to say, everyone has a tragic life; and tragedy, in one classical sense, is born of events and people that shouldn’t exist in close proximity to each other, but do. Jason never really made if off the lake. Not when we were kids, and not ever.

	So now I know that’s where I will find Jason Westcraft. All lakes contain dead things, and some of those dead things are people. Lakes are fractals; they cover a finite area, but have infinite perimeters. They can hold and keep infinite secrets, along with the finite motives and infinite emotions beneath those secrets.

	Lake Mille Lacs is famous as the location of one of Houdini’s most audacious stunts, reported at the time in the Minneapolis Trib. In the dead of winter he had a Houdini-sized hole chopped through the ice and a large hook submerged at the edge so he could find his way back. Eight minutes after he jumped in the men holding the hook felt a tug—“like a giant pike on the line,” one of them reported—and Houdini emerged, having supposedly held his breath and endured the frigid water the whole time. It was later surmised that he survived by finding pockets of air just beneath the ice.

	Mille Lacs translates from the French as “thousand lakes,” which makes its full name—Lake Mille Lacs—a bit of overkill. Legend has it that Mille Lacs was the one-thousandth lake to be named in the Minnesota Territory. Naturally, the legend is myopically white, ignoring the history of the native peoples who thrived there for millennia before the French and other Europeans showed up.

	So, I will find Jason Westcraft in the lake whose name is a lie. He will not be like Schrödinger’s cat, both dead and alive until observed. I know without looking that he’s just dead, with no uncertainty principle to save him. The rope around him. The sawed ice. The guy that made him drink tainted water by the gallon also made him buy the supplies he would use to hide and preserve Jason’s own body. He will be tied with nylon rope beneath a block of ice that has been cut downward and inward, beveled at a thirty-degree angle to prevent it from falling through the frozen surface. The rope will be secured both beneath his shoulders and his crotch, and tied to the bottom of a T-handled ice auger protruding into the water like Houdini’s hook. The auger handle will have been screwed down to the surface of the ice to make it invisible beneath the latest snowfall.
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