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The clearest way into the Universe is through a forest wilderness


– John Muir




I


APRIL




Silence.


The woods around Lake Mondac were as quiet as could be, a world of difference from the churning, chaotic city where the couple spent their weekdays.


Silence, broken only by an occasional a-hoo-ah of a distant bird, the hollow siren of a frog.


And now: another sound.


A shuffle of leaves, two impatient snaps of branch or twig.


Footsteps?


No, that couldn’t be. The other vacation houses beside the lake were deserted on this cool Friday afternoon in April.


Emma Feldman, in her early thirties, set down her martini on the kitchen table, where she sat across from her husband. She tucked a strand of curly black hair behind her ear and walked to one of the grimy kitchen windows. She saw nothing but dense clusters of cedar, juniper and black spruce rising up a steep hill, whose rocks resembled cracked yellow bone.


Her husband lifted an eyebrow. ‘What was it?’


She shrugged and returned to her chair. ‘I don’t know. Didn’t see anything.’


Outside, silence again.


Emma, lean as any stark, white birch outside one of the many windows of the vacation house, shook off her blue jacket. She was wearing the matching skirt and a white blouse. Lawyer clothes. Hair in a bun. Lawyer hair. Stockings but shoeless.


Steven, turning his attention to the bar, had abandoned his jacket as well, and a wrinkly striped tie. The thirty-six-year-old, with a full head of unruly hair, was in a blue shirt and his belly protruded inexorably over the belt of his navy slacks. Emma didn’t care; she thought he was cute and always would.


‘And look what I got,’ he said, nodding toward the upstairs guest room and unbagging a large bottle of pulpy organic vegetable juice. Their friend, visiting from Chicago this weekend, had been flirting with liquid diets lately, drinking the most disgusting things.


Emma read the ingredients and wrinkled her nose. ‘It’s all hers. I’ll stick with vodka.’


‘Why I love you.’


The house creaked, as it often did. The place was seventy-six years old. It featured an abundance of wood and a scarcity of steel and stone. The kitchen, where they stood, was angular and paneled in glowing yellow pine. The floor was lumpy. The colonial structure was one of three houses on this private road, each squatting on ten acres. It could be called lakefront property but only because the lake lapped at a rocky shore two hundred yards from the front door.


The house was plopped down in a small clearing on the east side of a substantial elevation. Midwest reserve kept people from labeling these hills ‘mountains’ here in Wisconsin, though it rose easily 700 or 800 feet into the air. Presently the big house was bathed in blue late-afternoon.


Emma gazed out at rippling Lake Mondac, far enough from the hill to catch some descending sun. Now, in early spring, the surrounding area was scruffy, reminding her of wet hackles rising from a guard dog’s back. The house was much nicer than they could otherwise afford – they’d bought it through foreclosure – and she knew from the moment she’d seen it that this was the perfect vacation house.


Silence . . . .


The colonial also had a pretty colorful history.


The owner of a big meatpacking company in Chicago had built the place before World War Two. It was discovered years later that much of his fortune had come from selling black-market meat, circumventing the rationing system that limited foods here at home to make sure the troops were nourished. In 1956 the man’s body was found floating in the lake; he was possibly the victim of veterans who’d had learned of his scheme and killed him, then searched the house, looking for the illicit cash he’d hidden here.


No ghosts figured in any version of the death, though Emma and Steven couldn’t keep from embellishing. When guests were staying here they’d gleefully take note of who kept the bathroom lights on and who braved the dark after hearing the tales.


Two more snaps outside. Then a third.


Emma frowned. ‘You hear that? Again, that sound. Outside.’


Steven glanced out the window. The breeze kicked up now and then. He turned back and finished making the cocktails.


Her eyes strayed to her briefcase.


‘Caught that,’ he said, chiding.


‘What?’


‘Don’t even think about opening it.’


She laughed, though without much humor.


‘Work-free weekend,’ he said. ‘We agreed.’


‘And what’s in there?’ she asked, nodding at the backpack he carried in lieu of an attaché case. Emma was wrestling the lid off a jar of cocktail olives.


‘Only two things of relevance, Your Honor: my le Carré novel and that bottle of Merlot I had at work. Shall I introduce the latter into evid . . .’ Voice fading. He looked to the window, through which they could see a tangle of weeds and trees and branches and rocks the color of dinosaur bones.


Emma too glanced outside.


‘That I heard,’ he said. He refreshed his wife’s martini. She dropped olives into both drinks.


‘What was it?’


‘Remember that bear?’


‘He didn’t come up to the house.’ They tinked glasses and sipped clear liquor.


Steven said, ‘You seem preoccupied. What’s up? The union case?’


Research for a corporate acquisition had revealed some possible shenanigans within the lakefront workers’ union in Milwaukee. The government had become involved and the acquisition was temporarily tabled, which nobody was very happy about.


But she said, ‘This’s something else. One of our clients makes car parts.’


‘Right. Kenosha Auto. See, I do listen.’


She looked at her husband with an astonished glance. ‘Well, the CEO, turns out, is an absolute prick.’ She explained about a wrongful death case involving components of a hybrid car engine: a freak accident, a passenger electrocuted. ‘The head of their R&D department . . . why, he demanded I return all the technical files. Imagine that.’


Wrinkling his nose, Steven said, ‘I liked your other case better – that state representative’s last will and testament . . . the sex stuff.’


‘Shhhh,’ she said, alarmed. ‘Remember, I never said a word about it.’


‘My lips are sealed.’


Emma speared an olive and ate it. ‘And how was your day?’


Steven laughed. ‘Please . . . I don’t make enough to talk about business after hours.’ The Feldmans were a shining example of a blind date gone right, despite the odds. Emma, a U of W law school valedictorian, daughter of Milwaukee/Chicago money; Steven, a city college B.A. from the Brewline, intent on helping society. Their friends gave them six months, top; the Door County wedding, to which all those friends were invited, was exactly eight months after their first date.


Steven pulled a triangle of brie out of a shopping bag. Found crackers and opened them.


‘Oh, okay. Just a little.’


Snap, snap . . .


Her husband frowned. Emma said, ‘Honey, it’s freaking me a little. That was footsteps.’


The three vacation houses here were eight or nine miles from the nearest shop or gas station and a little over a mile from the county highway, which was accessed via a strip of dirt poorly impersonating a road. Marquette State Park, the biggest in the Wisconsin system, swallowed most of the land in the area; Lake Mondac and these houses made up an enclave of private property.



Very private.


And very deserted.


Steven walked into the utility room, pulled aside the limp beige curtain and gazed past a cut-back crepe myrtle into the side yard. ‘Nothing. I’m thinking we—’


Emma screamed.


‘Honey, honey, honey!’ her husband cried.


The face studied them through the back window. The man’s head was covered with a stocking, though you could see crew-cut, blondish hair, a colorful tattoo on his neck. The eyes were halfway surprised to see people so close. He wore an olive-drab combat jacket. He knocked on the glass with one hand. In the other he was holding a shotgun, muzzle up. He was smiling eerily.


‘Oh, God,’ Emma whispered.


Steven pulled out his cell phone, flipped it open and punched numbers, telling her, ‘I’ll deal with him. Go lock the front door.’


Emma ran to the entryway, dropping her glass. The olives spun amid the dancing shards, picking up dust. Crying out, she heard the kitchen door splinter inward. She looked back and saw the intruder with the shotgun rip the phone from her husband’s hand and shove him against the wall. A print of an old sepia landscape photograph crashed to the floor.


The front door too swung open. A second man, his head also covered with mesh, pushed inside. He had long dark hair, pressed close by the nylon. Taller and stockier than the first, he held a pistol. The black gun was small in his outsized hand. He pushed Emma into the kitchen, where the other man tossed him the cell phone. The bigger one stiffened at the pitch, but caught the phone one-handed. He seemed to grimace in irritation, from the juvenile toss, and dropped the phone in his pocket.


Steven said, ‘Please . . . What do you . . . ?’ Voice quavering.


Emma looked away quickly. The less she saw, she was thinking, the better their chances to survive.


‘Please,’ Steven said, ‘Please. You can take whatever you want. Just leave us. Please.’


Emma stared at the dark pistol in the taller man’s hand. He wore a black leather jacket and boots. His were like the other man’s, the kind soldiers wear.


Both men grew oblivious to the couple. They looked around the house.


Emma’s husband continued, ‘Look, you can have whatever you want. We’ve got a Mercedes outside. I’ll get the keys. You—’


‘Just, don’t talk,’ the taller man said, gesturing with the pistol.


‘We have money. And credit cards. Debit card too. I’ll give you the PIN.’


‘What do you want?’ Emma asked, crying.


‘Shhh.’


Somewhere, in its ancient heart, the house creaked once more.


∗    ∗    ∗


‘A what?’


‘Kinda a hang-up.’


‘To nine-one-one?’


‘Right. Just, somebody called and said, “This—” and then hung up.’


‘Said what?’


‘“This”.’ The word “this.”’


‘T-H-I-S?’ Sheriff Tom Dahl asked. He was fifty-three years old, his skin smooth and freckled as an adolescent’s. Hair red. He wore a tan uniform shirt that had fit much better when his wife had bought it for him two years ago.


‘Yessir,’ Todd Jackson answered, scratching his eyelid. ‘And then it was hung up.’


‘Was hung up or he hung it up? There’s a difference.’


‘I don’t know. Oh, I see what you mean.’


Five twenty-two p.m., Friday, April 17. This was one of the more peaceful hours of the day in Kennesha County, Wisconsin. People tended to kill themselves and their fellow citizens, intentionally or by accident, either earlier in the day or later. Dahl knew the schedule as if it’d been printed; if you can’t recognize the habits of your jurisdiction after fourteen years running a law enforcement agency, you have no business at the job.


Eight deputies were on duty in the Sheriff’s Department, which was next to the courthouse and the city hall. The department was in an old building attached to a new one. The old being from the 1870s, the new from exactly one century later. The area of the building where Dahl and the others worked was mostly open-plan and filled with cubicles and desks. This was the new part. The officers in attendance – six men and two women – wore uniforms that ranged from starched as wood to old bed sheet, reflecting the tour starting hours.


‘We’re checking,’ Jackson said. He too had infant skin, though that was unremarkable, considering he was half the sheriff’s age.


‘“This,” Dahl mused. ‘You hear from the lab?’


‘Oh, ’bout that Wilkins thing?’ Jackson picked at his stiff collar. ‘Wasn’t meth. Wasn’t nothing.’


Even here, in Kennesha, a county with the sparse population of 34,021, meth was a terrible scourge. The users, tweakers, were ruthless, crazed and absolutely desperate to get the product; cookers felt exactly the same about the huge profits they made. More murders were attributed to meth than coke, heroin, pot and alcohol combined. And there were as many accidental deaths by scalding, burning and overdoses as murders related to the drug. A family of four had just died when their trailer burned down after the mother passed out while cooking a batch in her kitchen. She’d overdosed, Dahl speculated, after sampling some product fresh off the stovetop.


The sheriff’s jaw tightened. ‘Well, damn. Just goddamn. He’s cooking it. We all know he’s cooking. He’s playing with us is what he’s doing. And I’d like to arrest him just for that. Well, where did it come from, that nine-one-one call? Landline?’


‘No, somebody’s cell. That’s what’s taking some time.’


The E911 system, which Kennesha County had had for years, gave the dispatcher the location of the caller in an emergency. The E was for ‘enhanced’, not ‘emergency’, It worked with cell calls too, though tracing them was a little more complicated and in the hilly country around this portion of Wisconsin sometimes didn’t work at all.


This . . .


A woman’s voice called across the cluttered space, ‘Todd, Com Center for you.’


The deputy headed to his cubicle. Dahl turned back to the wad of arrest reports he was correcting for English as much as for criminal procedure.


Jackson returned. He didn’t sit down in either of the two office chairs. He hovered, which he did a lot. ‘Okay, Sheriff. The nine-one-one call? It was from someplace around Lake Mondac.’


Creepy, Dahl thought. Never liked it up there. The lake squatted in the middle of Marquette State Park, also creepy. He’d run two rapes and two homicides there and in the last murder investigation they’d recovered only a minority of the victim’s body. He glanced at the map on his wall. Nearest town was Clausen, six, seven miles from the lake. He didn’t know the town well but assumed it was like a thousand others in Wisconsin: a gas station, a grocery store that sold as much beer as milk and a restaurant that was harder to find than the local meth cooker. ‘They have houses there?’


‘Around the lake? Think so.’


Dahl stared at the blue pebble of Lake Mondac on the map. It was surrounded by a small amount of private land, which was in turn engulfed by huge Marquette Park.


This . . .


Jackson said, ‘And the campgrounds’re closed till May.’


‘Whose phone?’


‘That we’re still waiting on.’ The young deputy had spiky blond hair. All the rage. Dahl had worn a crew cut for nine-tenths of his life.


The sheriff had lost interest in the routine reports and in a beer bash in honor of one of their senior deputies’ birthdays, an event that was supposed to commence in an hour at the Eagleton Tap, and which he had been looking forward to. He was thinking of last year when some guy – a registered sex offender, and a stupid one – picked up Johnny Ralston from grade school and the boy had the presence of mind to hit LAST CALL on his cell phone and slip it in his pocket as they drove around, the sicko asking him what kind of movies he liked. It took all of eight minutes to find them.


The miracle of modern electronics. God bless Edison. Or Marconi. Or Sprint.


Dahl stretched and massaged his leg near the leathery spot where a bullet had come and gone, not stinging much at the time and probably fired by one of his own men in the county’s only bank robbery shootout in recent memory. ‘Whatta you think, Todd? I don’t think you say, “This is the number I want”, to four-one-one. I think you say, “This is an emergency”. To nine-one-one.’


‘And then you pass out.’


‘Or get shot or stabbed. And the line just went dead?’


‘And Peggy tried calling back. But it went to voice mail. Direct. No ring.’


‘And the message said?’


‘Just “This is Steven. I’m not available.” No last name. Peggy left a message to call her.’


‘Boater on the lake?’ Dahl speculated. ‘Had a problem?’


‘In this weather?’ April in Wisconsin could be frigid; the temperatures tonight were predicted to dip into the high thirties.


Dahl shrugged. ‘My boys went into water that’d scare off polar bears. And boaters’re like golfers.’


‘I don’t golf.’


Another deputy called, ‘Got a name, Todd.’


The young man produced a pen and notebook. Dahl couldn’t tell where they came from. ‘Go on.’


‘Steven Feldman. Billing address for the phone is two one nine three Melbourne, Milwaukee.’


‘So, a vacation house on Lake Mondac. Lawyer, doctor, not a beggarman. Run him,’ the sheriff ordered. ‘And what’s the number of the phone?’


Dahl got the numbers from Jackson, who then returned again to his cubicle, where he’d look up the particulars on the federal and state databases. All the important ones: NCIC, VICAP, Wisconsin criminal records, Google.


Out the window the April sky was a rich blue like a girl’s party dress. Dahl loved the air in this part of Wisconsin. Humboldt, the biggest town in Kennesha, had no more than 7000 vehicles spread out over many miles. The cement plant put some crap into the air but it was the only big industry the county had, so nobody complained except some local Environmental Protection Agency people and they didn’t complain very loudly. You could see for miles.


Quarter to six now.


‘“This,”’ Dahl mused.


Jackson came back yet again. ‘Well, here we go, Sheriff. Feldman works for the city. He’s thirty-six. His wife, Emma’s a lawyer. Hartigan, Reed, Soames and Carson. She’s thirty-four.’


‘Ha. Lawyer. I win.’


‘No warrants or anything on either of them. Have two cars. Mercedes and a Cherokee. No children. They have a house there.’


‘Where?’


‘I mean Lake Mondac. Found the deed, no mortgage.’


‘Owning and not owing? Well.’ Dahl hit Redial for the fifth time. Straight to voice mail again. ‘Hi, this is Steven. I’m not available—’



Dahl didn’t leave another message. He disconnected, let his thumb linger on the cradle, then removed it. Directory assistance had no listing for a Feldman in Mondac. He called the phone company’s local Legal Affairs man.


‘Jerry. Caughtya ’fore you left. Tom Dahl.’


‘On my way out the door. Got a warrant? We looking for terrorists?’


‘Ha. Just, can you tell me there’s a landline for a house up in Lake Mondac?’


‘Where?’


‘About twenty miles north of here, twenty-five. House is number three Lake View.’


‘That’s a town? Lake Mondac?’


‘Probably just unincorporated county.’


A moment later. ‘Nope, no line. Us or anybody. Everybody uses their mobiles nowadays.’


‘What would Ma Bell say?’


‘Who?’


After they disconnected, Dahl looked at the note Jackson had given him. He called Steven Feldman’s office, the Milwaukee Department of Social Services, but got a recording. He hung up. ‘I’ll try the wife. Law firms don’t ever sleep. At least not ones with four names.’


A young woman, an assistant or secretary, answered and Dahl identified himself. Then said, ‘We’re trying to reach Mrs Feldman.’


The pause you always got, then: ‘Is something wrong?’


‘No. Just routine. We understand that she’s at her vacation house at Lake Mondac.’


‘That’s right. Emma and her husband and a friend of hers from Chicago were driving up there after work. They were going for the weekend. Please, is anything wrong? Has there been an accident?’


In a voice with which he’d delivered news of fatal accidents and successful births Tom Dahl said, ‘Nothing’s wrong that we know of. I’d just like to get in touch with her. Could you give me her cell phone number?’


A pause.


‘Tell you what. You don’t know me. Call back the Kennesha County Center’s main number and ask to speak to the sheriff. If it’d make you feel any better.’


‘It would.’


He hung up and the phone buzzed one minute later.


‘Wasn’t sure she’d call,’ he said to Jackson as he was picking up the handset.


He got Emma Feldman’s mobile number from the assistant. Then he asked for the name and number of the friend driving up with them.


‘She’s a woman Emma used to work with. I don’t know her name.’


Dahl told the assistant if Emma called in to have her get in touch with the Sheriff’s Department. They hung up.


Emma’s mobile went straight to voice mail too.


Dahl exhaled, ‘“This”’, the way he’d let smoke ease from his lips up until seven years and four months ago. He made a decision. ‘I’ll sleep better . . . . Anybody on duty up that way?’


‘Eric’s the closest. Was checking out a GTA in Hobart that turned into a mistake. Oops, should’ve called the wife first, that sort of thing.’


‘Eric, hmm.’


‘Called in five minutes ago. Went for dinner in Boswich Falls.’


‘Eric.’


‘Nobody else within twenty miles. Usually isn’t, up there, with the park closed and all, this time of year.’


Dahl looked out the interior window, over the cubicles of his deputies. Jimmy Barnes, the deputy whose birthday was tomorrow, was standing beside two co-workers, all of them laughing hard. The joke must’ve been pretty funny and it’d surely be told again and again that night.


The sheriff’s eyes settled on an empty desk. He winced as he massaged his damaged thigh.


∗    ∗    ∗


‘How’d it go?’


‘Joey’s fine,’ she said. ‘He’s just fine.’


Graham was in the kitchen, two skills on display, Brynn observed of her husband. He was getting the pasta going and he’d progressed with the new tile. About twenty square feet of kitchen floor were sealed off with yellow police line tape.


‘Hi, Graham,’ the boy called.


‘Hey, young man. How you feeling?’


The lanky twelve-year-old, in cargo pants, windbreaker and black knit hat, held up his arm. ‘Excellent.’ He was nearly his mother’s five foot five inch height and his round face was dusted with freckles, which hadn’t come from Brynn, though he and his mother shared identical straight chestnut brown hair. His now protruded from under the watch cap.


‘No sling? How’re you going to get any sympathy from the girls?’


‘Ha, ha.’ Graham’s stepson crinkled his nose at the comment about the opposite sex. The lean boy got a juice box from the fridge, poked the straw in and emptied the drink.


‘Spaghetti tonight.’


‘All-right!’ The boy instantly forgot skateboard injuries and female classmates. He ran to the stairs, dodging books that were stacked on the lower steps, intended for putting away at some point.


‘Hat!’ Graham shouted. ‘In the house . . . .’


The boy yanked the hat off and continued bounding upward.


‘Take it easy,’ Graham called. ‘Your arm—’


‘He’s fine,’ Brynn repeated, hanging her dark green jacket in the front closet, then returning to the kitchen. Midwest pretty. Her high cheekbones made her look a bit Native-American, though she was exclusively Norwegian-Irish and in roughly the proportion her name suggested: Kristen Brynn McKenzie. People sometimes thought that, especially with her shoulder-length hair pulled back taut, she was a retired ballet dancer who’d settled into a size-eight life with few regrets, though Brynn had never danced outside of a school or club in her life.


Her one concession to vanity was to pluck and peroxide her eyebrows to draw somewhat less attention to them; more long-term tactics were in the planning but so far none had been put into practice. If there was any imperfection it was her jaw, which, seen from straight on, was a bit crooked. Graham said it was charming and sexy. Brynn hated the flaw.


He now asked, ‘His arm – it’s not broken?’


‘Nope. Just lost some skin. They bounce back, that age.’ She glanced at the kettle. He made good pasta.


‘That’s a relief.’ The kitchen was hot and six-foot three-inch Graham Boyd rolled his sleeves up, showing strong arms, and two small scars of his own. He wore a watch with much of the gold plate worn off. His only jewelry was his wedding band, scratched and dull. Much like Brynn’s, nestled beside the engagement ring she’d had on her finger for exactly one month longer than she’d worn the band.


Graham opened cans of tomatoes. The Oxo’s sharp round blade split the lids decisively under his big hands. He turned down the flame. Onion was sizzling. ‘Tired?’


‘Some.’


She’d left the house at five-thirty. That was well before the day tour started, but she’d wanted to follow up at a trailer park, the site of a domestic dispute the afternoon before. Nobody’d been arrested and the couple had ended up remorseful, tearful and hugging. But Brynn wanted to make sure the excessive make-up on the woman’s face wasn’t concealing a bruise she didn’t want the police to see.


Nope, Brynn had learned at six a.m.; she just wore a lot of Max Factor.


After the pre-dawn start she was planning to be home early – well, for her, at five, but she’d gotten a call from an EMS medical tech, a friend of hers. The woman began: ‘Brynn, he’s all right.’


Ten minutes later she was in the hospital with Joey.


She now puffed out her tan Sheriff’s Department uniform blouse. ‘I’m stinky.’


Graham consulted the triple shelves of cookbooks, about four dozen of them altogether. They were mostly Anna’s, who’d brought them with her when she moved in after her medical treatments, but Graham had been browsing through them recently, as he’d taken over that household duty. His mother-in-law hadn’t been well enough to cook, and Brynn? Well, it wasn’t exactly one of her skills.


‘Ouch. I forgot the cheese,’ Graham said, rummaging futilely in the pantry. ‘Can’t believe it.’ He turned back to the pot, and his thumb and forefinger ground oregano into dust.


‘How was your day?’ she asked.


He told her about an irrigation system gone mad, turned on prematurely April first then cracking in a dozen places in the freeze that surprised nobody but the owner, who’d returned home to find his backyard had done a Katrina.


‘You’re making headway.’ She nodded at the tile.


‘It’s coming along. So. The punishment fit the crime?’


She frowned.


‘Joey. The skateboard.’


‘Oh, I told him he’s off it for three days.’


Graham said nothing, concentrated on the sauce. Did that mean he thought she was too lenient? She said, ‘Well, maybe more. I said we’ll see.’


‘They oughta outlaw those things,’ he said. ‘Going down railings? Jumping in the air? It’s crazy.’


‘He was just in the schoolyard. Those stairs there. The three stairs going down to the parking lot. All the kids do it, he said.’


‘He has to wear that helmet. I see it here all the time.’


‘That’s true. He’s going to. I talked to him about that too.’


Graham’s eyes followed the boy’s route to his room. ‘Maybe I should have a word with him. Guy-to-guy thing.’


‘I wouldn’t worry about it. I don’t want to overwhelm him. He got the message.’


Brynn got her own beer, drank half. Ate a handful of Wheat Thins. ‘So. You going to your poker game tonight?’


‘Thought I might.’


She nodded as she watched him roll meatballs with his large hands.


‘Honey,’ a voice called. ‘How’s our boy?’


‘Hey, Mom.’


Anna, seventy-four, stood in the doorway, dressed nice, as usual. Today the outfit was a black pantsuit and gold shell. Her short ’do had been put in place by the hairdresser just yesterday. Thursday was her day at Style Cuts.


‘Just a few scrapes, a few bruises.’


Graham said, ‘He was skateboarding down stairs.’


‘Oh, my.’


‘Just a step or two,’ Brynn corrected quickly, sipped the beer. ‘Everything’s fine. He won’t do it again. Nothing serious, really. We’ve all done things like that.’


Graham asked Anna, ‘What’d she do when she was a kid?’ Nodding at his wife.


‘Oh, I’ve got stories.’ But she told none of them.


‘I’ll take him paintballing or something,’ Graham suggested. ‘Channel some of that energy.’


‘That’d be a good idea.’


Graham ripped up lettuce with his hands. ‘Spaghetti okay, Anna?’


‘Whatever you make’ll be lovely.’ Anna took the glass of Chardonnay her son-in-law poured for her.


Brynn watched her husband take plates from the cupboard. ‘Think there’s some dust on them? From the tiling?’


‘I sealed it off with plastic. Took it down after I was done.’


He hesitated then rinsed them anyway.


‘Can somebody take me over to Rita’s tonight?’Anna asked, ‘Megan’s got to pick up her son. Just for an hour and a half or so. I promised to take over bathroom duty.’


‘How’s she doing?’ Brynn asked.


‘Not good.’ Anna and her dear friend had been diagnosed around the same time. Anna’s treatment had gone well, Rita’s not.


‘I’ll take you,’ Brynn told her mother. ‘Sure. What time?’


‘Sevenish.’Anna turned back to the family room, the heart of Brynn’s small house on the outskirts of Humboldt. The nightly news was on. ‘Lookit. Another bomb. Those people.’


The phone rang. Graham answered. ‘Hi, Tom. How’s it going?’


Brynn set the beer down. Looked at her husband, holding the phone in his large hand. ‘Yeah, I saw it. Good game. You’re calling for Brynn, I’m guessing . . . . Hold on. She’s here.’


‘The boss,’ he whispered, offering the handset then turning back to dinner.


‘Tom?’


The sheriff asked about Joey. She thought he was going to lecture her about skateboards too but he didn’t. He was explaining about a situation up in Lake Mondac. She listened carefully, nodding.


‘Need somebody to check it out. You’re closer than anybody else, Brynn.’


‘Eric?’


Graham lit a burner on the Kenmore stove. Blue sparks ascended.


‘I’d rather it wasn’t him. You know how he gets.’


Graham stirred the pot. It was mostly the contents of cans but he still stirred like he was blending hand-diced ingredients. In the family room a man’s voice was replaced by Katie Couric’s. Anna announced, ‘That’s more like it. What the news should be about.’


Brynn debated. Then she said, ‘You owe me a half day, Tom. Give me the address.’


Which turned Graham’s head.


Dahl put on another deputy, Todd Jackson, who gave directions. Brynn wrote.


She hung up. ‘Might be a problem up at Lake Mondac.’ She looked at the beer. Didn’t drink anymore.


‘Aw, baby,’ Graham said.


‘I’m sorry. I feel obligated. I left work early because of Joey.’


‘But Tom didn’t say that.’


She hesitated. ‘No, he didn’t. The thing is I’m closest.’


‘I heard you mention Eric.’


‘He’s a problem. I told you about him.’


Eric Munce read Soldier of Fortune magazine, wore a second gun on his ankle like he was in downtown Detroit and would go prowling around for meth labs when he should have been breathalyzing DUIs and encouraging kids to get home by ten p.m.


From the doorway, Anna said, ‘Should I call Rita?’


‘I guess I can take you,’ Graham said.


Brynn put a stopper on her beer bottle. ‘Your poker game?’


Her husband paused, smiled, then said, ‘It’ll keep. Anyway, with Joey being hurt, better to stay here, keep an eye on him.’


She said, ‘You guys eat. And leave the dishes. I’ll clean up when I get back. It’ll be an hour and a half is all.’


‘Okay,’ Graham said. And everybody knew he’d clean up.


She pulled on her leather jacket, lighter-weight than her Sheriff’s Department parka. ‘I’ll call when I get up there. Let you know when I’ll be back. Sorry about your game, Graham.’


‘Bye,’ he said, not looking back, as he eased the jackstraws of spaghetti into the boiling pot.


∗    ∗    ∗


North of Humboldt the landscape is broken into bumpy rectangles of pastures, separated by benign fences, a few stone walls and hedgerows. The sun was sitting on the tops of the hills to the west and shone down on the landscape, making the milk cows and sheep glow like bright, bulky lawn decorations. Every few hundred yards signs lured tourists this way or that with the promise of handmade cheeses, nut rolls and nougat, syrup, soft drinks and pine furniture. A vineyard offered a tour. Brynn McKenzie, who enjoyed her wine and had lived in Wisconsin all her life, had never sampled anything local.


Then, eight miles out of town, the storybook vanished, just like that. Pine and oak ganged beside the road, which shrank from four lanes to two. Hills sprouted and soon the landscape was nothing but forest. A few buds were out but the leaf-bearing trees were still largely gray and black. Most of the pines were richly green but some parcels were dead, killed by acid rain or maybe blight.


Brynn recognized balsam fir, juniper, yew, spruce, hickory, some gnarly black willows and central casting’s oak, maple and birch. Beneath the trees were congregations of sedge, thistle, ragweed and blackberry. Day lilies and crocuses had been tricked into awakening by the thaw that had murdered the plants in the yard of Graham’s client.


Although married to a landscaper, she hadn’t learned about local flora from her husband. That education came from her job. The rampant growth of meth labs in out-of-the-way parts of rural America meant that police officers who’d never done anything more challenging than pulling over drunk drivers now had to make drug raids out in the boondocks.


Brynn was one of the few deputies in the department who took the State Police tactical training refresher course outside of Madison every year. It included assault and arrest techniques, part of which involved learning about plants, which ones were dangerous, which were good for cover and which might actually save your life (even young hardwoods could stop bullets fired from close range).


As she drove, the Glock 9mm pistol was high on her hip, and while the Sheriff’s Department Crown Victoria cruiser had plenty of room for accessories the configuration of bucket seat and seatbelt in this Honda kept the gun’s rectangular slide bridling against her hipbone. There’d be a mark come morning. She shifted again and put on the radio. NPR, then country, then talk, then weather. She shut it off.


Oncoming trucks, oncoming pickups. But fewer and fewer of them and soon she had the road to herself. It now angled upward and she saw the evening star ahead of her. Hilltops grew craggy and bald with rock and she could see evidence of the lakes nearby: cattails, bog bean and silver and reed canary grass. A heron stood in a marsh, immobile, his beak, and gaze, aimed directly at her.


She shivered. The outside temperature was in the mid fifties but the scene was bleak and chilly.


Brynn flicked the Honda’s lights on. Her cell phone rang. ‘Hi, Tom.’


‘Thanks again for doing this, Brynn.’


‘Sure.’


‘Had Todd check things out.’ Dahl explained that he still couldn’t get through on either of the couple’s mobiles. As far as he knew the only people at the house were the Feldmans, Steven and Emma, and a woman from Chicago Emma used to work with, who was driving up with them.’


‘Just the three of them?’


‘That’s what I heard. Now, there’s nothing odd about Feldman. He works for the city. But the wife, Emma . . . get this. She’s a lawyer at a big firm in Milwaukee. Seems that she might’ve uncovered some big scam as part of a case or a deal she was working on.’


‘What kind?’


‘I don’t know the details. Just what a friend in Milwaukee PD tells me.’


‘So she’s maybe a witness or whistle-blower or something?’


‘Could be.’


‘And the call, the nine-one-one call – what’d he say exactly?’


‘Just “this”.’


She waited. ‘I missed it. What?’


A chuckle. ‘Who’s on first? I mean he said the word “this”. T-H-I-S.’


‘That’s all?’


‘Yep.’ Dahl then told her, ‘But it could be a big deal, this case. Todd’s been talking to the FBI in Milwaukee.’


‘The Bureau’s involved? Well. Any threats against her?’


‘None they heard of. But my father always said those that threaten usually don’t do. Those that do usually don’t threaten.’


Brynn’s stomach flipped – with apprehension, sure, but also with excitement. The most serious non-vehicular crime she’d run in the past month was an emotionally disturbed teenager with a baseball bat taking out plate glass windows in Southland Mall and terrorizing customers. It was a potential disaster but she’d defused it with a brief face-to-face, smiling at his mad eyes while her heart thudded just a few beats above normal.


‘You watch yourself, Brynn. Check the place out from a distance. Don’t go stumbling in. Anything looks funny, call it in and wait.’


‘Sure.’ Thinking: as a last resort maybe. Brynn snapped her phone shut and set it in the cup holder.


This reminded her she was thirsty – and hungry too. But she pushed the thought aside; four of the roadside restaurants she’d passed in the last ten miles were closed. She’d check out whatever was happening at Lake Mondac, then get home to Graham’s spaghetti.


For some reason she thought of dinners with Keith. Her first husband had cooked too. In fact, he did most of the cooking in the evening, unless he was working second-shift tour.


She eased the accelerator down a bit harder, deciding that the difference in response between the Crown Vic and the Honda was as noticeable as that between fresh Idahos and instant potato buds out of a box.


Thinking, as she had been, about food.


∗    ∗    ∗


‘Well, boy, you got yourself shot.’


In a downstairs bedroom of the Feldman house, shades drawn, Hart was looking at the left sleeve of his brown flannel shirt, dark to start with but darker now halfway between wrist and elbow from the blood. His leather coat was on the floor. He slouched on the guest bed.


‘Yep, lookit that.’ Tugging his green stud earring, skinny Lewis finished making obvious, and irritating, observations and began to roll up Hart’s cuff carefully.


The men had taken off their stocking masks and gloves.


‘Just be careful what you touch,’ Hart said, nodding at the other man’s bare hands.


Lewis pointedly ignored the comment. ‘That was a surprise, Hart. Bitch blindsided us. Never saw that coming. So who the hell is she?’


‘I don’t really know, Lewis,’ Hart said patiently, looking at his arm as the curtain of sleeve went up. ‘How would I know?’


‘It’ll be a piece of cake, Hart. Hardly any risk at all. The other places’ll be vacant. And only the two of them up there. No rangers in the park and no cops for miles.’


‘They have weapons?’


‘Are you kidding? They’re city people. She’s a lawyer, he’s a social worker.’


Hart was in his early forties. He had a lengthy face. With the mask off, his hair came well below the bottom of his ears, which were close to the side of his head. He swept the black strands back but they didn’t stay put very well. He favored hats and had a collection. Hats also took attention away from you. His skin was rough, not from youthful eruptions but simply because it was that way. Had always been.


He gazed at his forearm, purple and yellow around the black hole, from which oozed a trickle of blood. The slug had gone through muscle. An inch to the left, it would have missed completely; to the right the bullet would have shattered bone. Did that make him lucky or unlucky?


Speaking to himself as much as to Lewis, Hart said of the blood, ‘Not pulsing out. Means it’s not a major vein.’ Then: ‘Can you get some alcohol, a bar of soap and cloth for a bandage?’


‘I guess.’


As the man loped off slowly, Hart wondered again why on earth anybody would have a bright red and blue tattoo of a Celtic cross tattooed on your neck.


From the bathroom Lewis called, ‘No alcohol. Whisky in the bar, I saw.’


‘Get vodka. Whisky smells too much. Can give you away. Don’t forget your gloves.’


Did the thin man give an exasperated sigh?


A few minutes later Lewis returned with a bottle of vodka. True, the clear liquor didn’t smell as much as the whisky but Hart could tell that Lewis had had himself a hit. He took the bottle in his gloved hands and poured the liquid on the wound. The pain was astonishing. ‘Well,’ he gasped, slumping forward. His eyes focused on a picture on the wall. He stared at it. A jumping fish, a fly in its mouth. Who’d buy something like that?


‘Phew . . .’


‘You’re not going to faint, are you, man?’ Lewis asked as if he didn’t need this inconvenience too.


‘Okay, okay . . . .’ Hart’s head dropped and his vision crinkled to black but then he breathed in deeply and came back around. He rubbed the Ivory soap over the wound.


‘Why’re you doing that?’


‘Cauterizes it. Stops the bleeding.’


‘No shit.’


Hart tested the arm. He could raise and lower it with some control and not too much pain. When he closed his fist, the grip was weak but at least it was functioning.


‘Fucking bitch,’ Lewis muttered.


Hart didn’t waste much anger; he was more relieved than anything. What ended up being a shot arm had almost been a shot head.


He remembered standing in the kitchen, scratching his face through the stocking, when he’d looked up to see movement in front of him. It turned out, though, to be a reflection of the young woman moving up silently from behind, lifting the gun.


Hart had leapt aside just as she’d fired – not even aware he’d been hit – and spun around. She’d fled out the door as he’d let go with a couple of rounds from his Glock. Lewis, who’d been standing next to him – and would have been the next to die – had spun around too, dropping a bag of snacks he’d pilfered from the refrigerator.


Then they’d heard a series of cracks from outside and Hart knew she was shooting out the tires of both the Ford and the Mercedes so they couldn’t pursue her.


‘Got careless there,’ Hart now said ominously.


Lewis looked at him like he was being blamed, which he was – the skinny man was supposed to be in the living room, not the kitchen, at the time. But Hart let it go.


‘Think you hit her?’ Lewis now asked.


‘No.’ Hart felt dizzy. He pressed the side of the Glock pistol against his forehead. The cold calmed him.


‘Who the hell is she?’ Lewis repeated.


That was answered when they found her purse in the living room, a little thing with make-up, cash and credit cards inside.


‘Michelle,’ Hart said, glancing at a Visa credit card. He looked up. ‘Her name’s Michelle.’


He’d just got shot by a Michelle.


Wincing, Hart now walked across the worn rug, dark tan, and shut off the living-room lights. He peered carefully out the door and into the front yard. No sign of her. Lewis started into the kitchen. ‘I’ll get those lights.’


‘No, not there. Leave ’em on. Too many windows, no curtains. She could see you easy.’


‘What’re you, some wuss? Bitch is long gone.’


Grim-faced, Hart glanced down at his arm, meaning, you want to take the chance? Lewis got the point. They looked outside again, through the front windows, and saw nothing but a tangle of woods. No lights, no shapes moving in the dusk. He heard frogs and saw a couple of bats flying obstacle courses in the clear sky.


Lewis was saying, ‘Wish I’d knew that soap trick. That’s pretty slick. Me and my brother were in Green Bay one time. We weren’t doing shit, just hanging, you know. I went to pee by the railroad tracks and this asshole jumped me. Had a box cutter. Got me from behind. Homeless prick . . . . Cut me down to the bone. I bled like a stuck pig.’


Hart was wondering, What’s his point? He tried to tune the man out.


‘Oh, I whaled on that dude, Hart. Didn’t matter I was bleeding. He felt pain that day. Come off the worst of it, I’ll tell you.’


Hart squeezed the wound and then stopped paying attention to the pain. It was still there but was lost in the background of sensations. Gripping his black gun, he stepped outside, crouching. No shots. No rustles from the bushes. Lewis joined him. ‘Bitch’s gone, I’m telling you. Ass’s halfway to the highway by now.’


Hart looked over the cars, grimaced. ‘Look at that.’ Both the Feldmans’ Mercedes and the Ford that Hart had stolen earlier in the day had two flats each and the wheel sizes were different; the spares wouldn’t be compatible.


Lewis said, ‘Shit. Well, better start hiking, you think?’


Hart scanned the deep woods surrounding them, shadowy now. He couldn’t imagine a better place in the world to hide. Good goddamn. ‘See if you can plug one of those.’ He nodded at the Ford’s shot-out tires.


Lewis sneered. ‘I’m not a fucking mechanic.’


‘I’d do it,’ Hart said, trying to be patient, ‘but I’m a little disadvantaged here.’ He nodded at his arm.


The skinny man tugged at his earring, a green stone, and loped off resentfully toward the car. ‘What’re you going to be doing?’


What the hell did he think? With his Glock at his side, he started in the direction he’d seen Michelle flee.


∗    ∗    ∗


Eight miles from Lake Mondac the landscape ranged from indifferent to hostile. No farms here; the country was forested and hilly, with forbidding sheer cliffs of cracked rocks.


Brynn McKenzie drove through Clausen, which amounted to a few gas stations, two of the three unbranded, a few stores – convenience, package and auto parts – and a junkyard. A sign pointed to a Subway but it was 3.2 miles away. She noted another sign, for hot sausages, in the window of a Quik Mart. She was tempted. But it was closed. Across the highway was a Tudor-style building with all the windows broken out and roof collapsed. It bore a prize that had surely tempted many a local teenager but the All Girl Staff sign was just too high or too well bolted to the wall to steal.


Then this sneeze of civilization was gone and Brynn began a long sweep through tree- and rock-filled wilderness, broken only by scruffy clearings. The few residences were set well off the road, trailers or bungalows, from which gray smoke eased skyward. The windows, glowing dimly, were like sleepy eyes. The land was too harsh for farms and the sparse populace would drive their rusted pickups or Datsun-era imports to work elsewhere. If they went to work at all.


For miles the only oncoming traffic: three cars, one truck. Nobody in her lane, ahead or behind.


At 6:40 she passed a sign saying that Marquette State Park campground was ten miles up the road. Open May 20. Which meant that Lake Mondac had to be nearby.


Then she saw:
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And howdy-do to you too . . .


She turned, slowing as the Honda bumbled over the gravel and dirt, thinking she should’ve taken Graham’s pickup. According to the directions that Todd Jackson had given her, the distance was 1.2 miles from the county route to 3 Lake View, the Feldmans’ vacation house. Their driveway, he’d added, was ‘a couple football fields long. Or that’s what it looked like on Yahoo.’


Making slow progress, Brynn drove through a tunnel of trees and bushes and blankets of leaf refuse. Mostly the landscape was naked branch and bark.


Then the road widened slightly and the willow, jack pine and hemlock on her right grew sparse; she could see the lake clearly. She’d never spent much time on bodies of water, didn’t care for them. She felt more in control on dry land, for some reason. She and Keith had had a tradition of going to the Gulf Coast in Mississippi, his choice pretty much. Brynn had divided her time there between reading and taking Joey to amusement parks and the beach. Keith spent most of the time in the casino. It wasn’t her favorite locale but at least the beige water lapping at the shoreline was as easygoing and warm as the locals. Lakes around here seemed bottomless and chill and the abrupt meeting of rocky shore and black water made you feel helpless, easy prey for snakes and leeches.


She reflected on another course she’d taken through the State Police: a water safety rescue seminar. It had been held at a lake just like this and though she’d done the exercise – swimming underwater to rescue a ‘drowning’ dummy in a sunken boat – she’d hated the experience.


She now scanned the surroundings, looking for boaters in trouble, car accidents, fires.


For intruders too.


There was still enough light to navigate by and she shut the lights out so as not to announce her presence. And drove even more slowly to keep the crunch of the tires to a minimum.


She passed the first two houses on the private road. They were dark and set at the end of long driveways winding through the woods. Large structures – four, five bedrooms – they were old, impressive, somber. There was a bleakness about the properties. Like sets in the opening scene of a family drama: the homestead boarded up, the story to be told in flashbacks to happier days.


Brynn’s own bungalow, which she’d bought after Keith bought her share of their marital house, would have fit inside either of these and still have left it half empty.


As the Honda crawled along, she passed a small bald patch between copses of fir, spruce and more hemlock, giving her a partial view of the house at number 3 – the Feldmans’ – ahead and to her left. It was grander than the others, though of the same style. Smoke trailed from the chimney. The windows were mostly dark, though she could see a glow behind shades or curtains in the back and on the second floor.


She drove on toward the house and it was lost to sight behind a large copse of pine. Her hand reached down and for reassurance tapped the grip of her Glock, not a superstitious gesture, but one she’d learned long ago: you had to know the exact position of your weapon in case you needed to draw it fast. Brynn recalled that she’d loaded the boxy black weapon with fresh ammo last week – thirteen rounds, which wasn’t superstitious either but more than enough for whatever she’d run into in Kennesha County. Besides, it took all your thumb strength to jam the slick brass rounds into the clip.


Tom Dahl wanted his deputies on the range for a check-up once a month but Brynn went every two weeks. It was a rarely used but vital skill, she believed, and blew through a couple boxes of Remingtons every other Tuesday. She’d been in several firefights, usually against drunk or suicidal shooters, and had come away with the sense that the brief seconds of exchanging bullets with another human being were so chaotic and loud and terrifying that you needed any edge you could get. And a big part of that was making instinctive the process of drawing and firing a weapon.


She’d had to cancel her session last week because of another incident with Joey – a fight at school – but the next morning she’d made her range time of six a.m. and, upset about her son, had run through two boxes of fifty rounds. Her wrist had ached from the excess for the rest of the day.


Brynn slowed about fifty yards from the Feldmans’ driveway and pulled onto the shoulder, sending a startling cluster of grouse into the air. She stopped, intending to walk the rest of the way.


She was reaching for her phone, in the cup holder, to shut the ringer off before approaching the crime scene, when it trilled. A glance at caller ID. ‘Tom.’


‘Look, Brynn . . .’


‘Doesn’t sound good. What? Tell me.’


He sighed. She was irritated he was delaying, though a lot more irritated at the news she knew was coming.


‘I’m sorry, Brynn. Oh, brother. Wild goose chase.’


Oh, damn . . . .‘Tell me.’


‘Feldman called back. The husband.’


‘Called back?’


‘Com Central called me. Feldman said he’s got nine-one-one on speed dial. Hit it by mistake. Hung up as soon as he realized it. Didn’t think it’d gone through.’


‘Oh, Tom.’ Grimacing, she stared at thrushes picking at the ground beside a wood lily.


‘I know, I know.’


‘I’m practically there. I can see the house.’


‘You moved fast.’


‘Well, it was a nine-one-one, remember.’


‘I’m giving you a whole day off.’


And when would she have time for that? She exhaled long. ‘At least you’re buying me dinner out tonight. And not Burger King. I want Chili’s or Bennigan’s.’


‘Not a single bit of problem. Enjoy it.’


“Night, Tom.’


Brynn called Graham but got his voice mail. It rang four times before it switched over. She left a message saying the call was a false alarm. She hung up. Tried again. This time it went right to voice mail. She didn’t leave another message. Was he out?


Your poker game?


It’ll keep . . . .


Thinking of the false alarm, though, Brynn wasn’t wholly upset. She was going to take an advanced course next week in domestic violence negotiations and could use her dinner break tonight to make some headway in the course manual she’d just received. If she’d been home she wouldn’t have been able to crack the book until bedtime.


She also had to admit that she wouldn’t mind a bit of a break from evenings with Anna, especially if a run to Rita’s was scheduled. It was odd having Anna back in the house after so many years of mutual independence. Emotions from years past surfaced. Like that night a few weeks ago when her mother had shot a cool look her way after Brynn returned late from a tour at the Sheriff’s Department; the tension was identical to what she felt as a girl when she’d lost track of time while steeple-jumping and come home late. No fight, no lectures. Just a simple, burdened look, beneath an unflappable smile.


They’d never fought. Anna wasn’t temperamental or moody. She was a perfect grandmother, which counted for a lot to Brynn. But mother and daughter had never been chummy, and during Brynn’s first marriage Anna largely faded from her life, emerging only after Joey was born.


Now divorced and with a man whom Brynn believed Anna approved of, they’d reconnected. At one point, a year ago, Brynn had wondered if mother and daughter would finally grow close. But that hadn’t happened. They were, after all, the same people they’d been twenty years ago, and, unlike her siblings, Brynn had never had much in common with her mother. Brynn had always spent her life riding, pushing, looking for something outside Eau Claire. Anna’s had been spent working unchallenging jobs – mostly four hours a day as a real estate office manager – and raising her three children. Evenings were invariably knitting, chatting and TV.


Perfectly fine for relations living apart. But when Anna moved in, after her surgery, it was like Brynn had been transported back to those days of her youth.


Oh, yes, she was looking forward to a few hours of evening time to herself.


And a free dinner at Bennigan’s. Hell, she’d even order a glass of wine.


Brynn flipped the car lights on and put the car in reverse to turn around. Then she paused. The nearest gas station was back in Clausen, a good twenty minutes.


The Feldmans were behind this mix-up; the least they could do was let her use their bathroom. Brynn put the car in gear and headed for their driveway, curious to see just how far Yahoo thought two football fields was.


∗    ∗    ∗


Squatting next to the stolen Ford they’d driven here from Milwaukee, Lewis sucked blood off the knuckle he’d gigged on the sheet metal trying to repair one or both of the flats. He examined the wound and spat.


Great, Hart thought. Fingerprints and DNA.


And here, I’m the one picked this guy to tag along tonight.


‘Any sign of her?’ the skinny man asked, crouched over one of the wheels.


Hart crunched over leaves, returning from making a circuit of the property. As he’d searched for Michelle, being as quiet as he could, he’d had the queasy sense of being targeted. Maybe she was gone. Maybe she wasn’t.


‘Ground’s plenty muddy. I found some footprints, probably hers, going toward the county road at first but they seemed to turn that way.’ He pointed to the dense woods and steep hillside behind the house. ‘She’s gotta be hiding there someplace. You hear anything?’


‘No. But it’s freaking me out. I keep looking over my shoulder. Man, she is going down. When we get back, I am tracking down that bitch. I don’t care who she is, where she lives. She’s going down. She fucked with the wrong man.’


I’m the one who got shot, Hart reminded Lewis silently. He examined the forest again. ‘We almost had a problem.’


Lewis blurted sarcastically, ‘You think?’


‘I checked his phone.’


‘The . . . ?’


‘The husband’s.’ A nod toward the house. ‘Remember? The one you took away from him.’


Lewis was looking defensive already. As well he should. ‘Got through to nine-one-one. It was a connected call,’ Hart said.


‘Couldn’t’ve been on it more than a second.’


‘Three seconds. But it was enough.’


‘Shit.’ Lewis stood up and stretched.


‘I think it’s okay. I called back and told ’em I was him. I said I’d called by mistake. The sheriff said they’d sent a car to check it out. He was going to tell ’em to come on back.’


‘That would’ve been fucking pretty. They believe you?’


‘I think so.’


‘Just think?’ Going on the offensive now.


Hart ignored the question. He gestured at the Ford. ‘Can you fix it?’


‘Nope’ was the glib response.


Hart studied the man, his sneering grin, his cocky stance. After Hart had agreed to do this job he’d gone out to find a partner. He’d checked around with some contacts in Milwaukee and gotten Lewis’s name. They’d met. The younger man had seemed all right, and a criminal background check revealed nothing that raised alarms – a rap sheet for some minor drug arrests and larcenies, a few pleas. The skinny guy with the big earring and the red and blue neck decoration would’ve been fine for the routine job this was supposed to be. But now it had gone bad. Hart was wounded, they had no wheels and an armed enemy was out in the woods nearby. It suddenly became vital to know Compton Lewis’s habits, nature and skills.


The assessment wasn’t very encouraging.


Hart had to play things careful. He now tried some damage control and, keeping his voice as neutral as he could, said, ‘Think your gloves’re off.’


Lewis licked the blood again. ‘Couldn’t get a grip on the wrench. Detroit piece of crap.’


‘Probably want to wipe everything.’ A nod toward the tire iron.


Lewis laughed as if Hart had said, ‘Wow, did you know grass is green?’


So that’s how it was going to be.


What a night . . . .


‘I’ll tell you, my friend,’ Lewis muttered, ‘Fix-A-Flat does shit when there’s a fucking bullet hole in the sidewall of a tire.’


Hart saw the can of tire sealant where Lewis had flung it in anger, he supposed. So that now the man’s prints were on that too.


He blinked away tears of pain. Fourteen years in a business in which firearms figured prominently and Hart had never been shot – and he’d rarely fired a weapon himself, unless of course that was what he’d been hired to do.


‘The other houses. Up the road? We could try them. Might have a car parked there.’


Hart replied ‘Wouldn’t make sense, leaving a car out here. Anyway, try hotwiring a car nowadays. You need a computer.’


‘I’ve done it. I can do it easy.’ Lewis scoffed. ‘You never have?’


Hart said nothing, still scanning the brush.


‘Any other ideas?’


‘Call Triple A,’ Hart said.


‘Ha. Triple A. Well, guess that’s it. We better start hiking. It’s a couple miles to the county road. Let’s empty out the Ford and get moving.’


Hart went into the garage and came back with a roll of paper towels and glass cleaner.


‘The fuck’s that for?’ Lewis said. And gave one of those snide laughs again.


‘Fingerprints’re oil. You need something to cut it with. Wiping just distorts them. The cops can reconstruct them a lot of times.’


‘That’s bullshit. I never heard of that.’


‘It’s true, Lewis. I’ve studied it.’


‘Studied?’ Another sarcastic laugh.


Hart began spraying the cleaner on whatever Lewis had touched. Hart himself hadn’t touched a single thing, except his own arm, with his bare hands since they’d been here.


‘Heh. You do laundry too?’


As Hart scrubbed, he also was looking over the property three-sixty, listening. He said, ‘We can’t leave just yet.’


‘What’re you talking about?’


‘We’ve got to find her.’


‘But . . .’ Lewis said, with a sour smile, as if the one word conveyed a whole argument about the futility of the task.


‘No choice.’ Hart finished wiping. He then took out his map, examined it. They were in the middle of a huge stew of green and brown. He looked around, studied the map some more, folded it up.


Another of those irritating snickers. ‘Well, Hart, I know you want to fuck her up after what she did. But let’s worry about that later.’


‘It’s not revenge. Revenge is pointless.’


‘Beg to differ. Revenge is fun. That asshole I told you about with the box cutter. Fucking him up was more fun than watching the Brewers . . . depending on who’s pitching.’


Hart reined in a sigh, hard though that was. ‘It’s not about revenge. It’s just what we have to do.’


‘Shit,’ Lewis blurted.


‘What?’ Hart looked at him, alarmed.


Lewis tugged at his ear. ‘I lost the back.’ Started looking down at the ground.


‘Back?’


‘Of my earring.’ He put the emerald, or whatever it was, carefully into the small front pocket of his jeans.


Jesus our Lord . . . .


Hart collected the flashlights and extra ammunition from the trunk of the Ford. Waiting until Lewis put his gloves back on, Hart handed him a box of 9mm ammo and one of 12-gauge shells for the shotgun.


‘We’ve got a half hour before we lose the light completely. It’ll be a bitch to track her in the dark. Let’s get going.’


Lewis wasn’t moving. He was looking past Hart and playing with the colorful boxes of bullets like they were Rubik’s Cubes. Hart wondered if the head butting was going to start now in earnest. But it turned out that the younger man’s attention was just elsewhere. Lewis put the cartons into his pocket, snagged the shotgun, clicking off the safety, and nodded down the driveway. ‘We got company, Hart.’


∗    ∗    ∗


As she approached the Feldman house Brynn McKenzie decided that even with the glow from behind ivory curtains the place was eerie as hell. The other two houses she’d passed might have been the sets for family dramas; this was just the place for a Stephen King movie, the kind she and her first husband, Keith, would devour like candy.


She looked up at the three-story home. You sure didn’t see many houses of this style or size in Kennesha County. White siding, which had seen better days, and a wrap-around porch. She liked the porch. Her childhood house in Eau Claire had sported one. She’d loved sitting out in the chain swing at night, her brother singing and playing his battered guitar, her sister flirting with her latest boyfriend, their parents talking, talking, talking . . . And the home she and Keith owned had a real nice wrap-around. But as for her present house, she didn’t even know where a porch would fit.


Approaching the Feldmans’, she glanced at the yard, impressed. The landscaping was expensive. The place was surrounded by strategically placed dogwoods, ligustrum and crepe myrtles that had been cut way back. She recalled her husband’s advice to his customers against this practice (‘Don’t rape your crepes’).


Parking in the circular gravel drive, she caught movement inside, a shadow on the front curtain. She climbed out into the chill air, fresh and sweet with the perfume of blossoms and firewood smoke.


Hearing the comforting sound of frogs squeaking and croaking and the honk of geese or ducks, Brynn walked over gravel and up the three steps to the porch. Flashed on Joey, imagining him skateboarding off this height into the school parking lot.


Well, I did talk to him.


It’ll be fine . . . .


Her issue black Oxfords, as comfy and unstylish as shoes could be, thunked on the wood as she approached the front door. Hit the bell.


It rang but there was no response.


She pressed the button once more. The door was solid but flanked by narrow windows curtained with lace, and Brynn could see into the living room. She noted no motion, no shadows. Only a pleasant storm of flames in the fireplace.


She knocked. Loud, reverberating on the glass.


Another shadow, like before. She realized that it was from the waving of the orange flames in the fireplace. There was light from a side room but most of the other rooms on this floor were dark, and a lamp from the top of the stairs cast bony shadows of the stair railings on the hallway floor.


Maybe everybody was out back, or in a dining room. Imagine that, she thought, a house so big you’d miss the doorbell.


A throaty honk above her. Brynn looked up. The light was dim and the sky was shared by birds and mammals: mallards on final approach to the lake, a few silver-haired bats in their erratic, purposeful hunt. She smiled at the sight. Then, looking back into the house, her eye noted something out of place: behind a massive brown armchair a briefcase and backpack lay open and the contents – files, books, pens – were dumped on the floor, as if they’d been searched for valuables.


Her gut clenched and in a snap came the thought: a 911 call cut short. An intruder realizes the victim dialed the police and then calls back to say it’s a false alarm.


Brynn McKenzie drew her weapon.


She looked behind her fast. No voices, no footsteps. She was stepping back to the car to get her cell phone when she saw something curious inside.


What is that?


Brynn’s eyes focused on the edge of a rug in the kitchen. But it was glistening. How can a rug be shiny?


Blood. She was looking at a pool of blood.


All right. Think. How to handle it?


Heart stuttering, she tested the knob. The lock had been kicked out.


Cell phone in the car? Or go inside?


The blood was fresh. Three people inside. No sign of the intruders. Somebody could be hurt but alive.


Phone later.


Brynn shoved the door open, glancing right and left. Said nothing, didn’t announce her presence. Looking, looking everywhere, head dizzy.


She glanced into the lit bedroom to her left. A deep breath and she stepped inside, keeping her gun close to her side so it couldn’t be grabbed, as Keith had lectured in his class on tactical operations, the class where she’d met him.


The room was empty but the bed was mussed and first aid materials were on the floor. Her misshapen jaw quivering, she moved back into the living room, where the fire crackled. Trying to be silent, she found the carpet and navigated carefully around the empty briefcase and backpack and file folders scattered on the floor, the labels giving clues about the woman’s professional life: Haberstrom, Inc., Acquisition. Gibbons v. Kenosha Automotive Technologies. Pascoe Inc. Refinancing. Hearing – Country Redistricting.


She continued on to the kitchen.


And stopped fast. Staring down at the bodies of the young couple on the floor. They wore business clothes, the shirt and blouse dark with blood. Both had been shot in the head and the wife in the neck too – she was the source of the blood. The husband had run in panic, slipping and falling; a skid mark of red led from his shoe to the carpet of blood. The wife had turned away to die. She lay on her stomach with her right arm twisted behind her, a desperate angle, as if she were trying to touch an itch above her lower spine.
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