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The
Virgin of Small Plains









Chapter One


January 23, 2004


Abby Reynolds braked her truck on the icy highway, startled by what she imagined she saw off to the side of the road. That can't be, she thought, as she squinted into the snow, trying to see more clearly. When the wind blew an opening in the blizzard, Abby realized that it was not a hallucination. It was not an impossible illusion sketched on the early morning air by the gusting snow. It was . . . good grief! . . . it was Nadine Newquist in a bathrobe, surrounded by swirling white, struggling through drifts on the old cemetery road, as if she were determined to visit a particular grave on this particular morning.


My God! It was Nadine: the judge's wife, Mitch's mom, Abby's own late mother's lifelong friend. It really was Nadine, a woman who was sixty-three years old and speeding toward early Alzheimer's at about the same rate that Abby's pickup truck was sliding sideways on Highway 177.


What the hell was Nadine doing out there?


She was all by herself, in a bathrobe, for God's sake, in a blizzard . . .


Abby pumped her brakes with a light touch of her foot, didn't slam on them like a fool, but her truck started to spin anyway, going round and round on the two-lane blacktop like a two-ton skater on ice.




She let her steering wheel alone, waiting for it to stop spinning before she touched it again. Coffee sloshed out of her lidless thermal cup in its holder by her knee; the smell of it filled the cab of her truck. She could still taste her last sip of it, along with the fruit and cereal she'd had for breakfast—all of which was now threatening to come back up her throat.


With a shudder, the truck came out of the spin and started sliding sideways again, skidding in a long diagonal across the yellow line into the eastbound lane. A heavy drift of snow slowed it down and changed the direction of the slide, until it was going backward. The skid went on and on, picking up speed as it backed into the crest of a rise, then dropped down again, taking the bottom of Abby's stomach with it. And still the truck stayed on the pavement, hemmed in by snow, avoiding the shoulders, the deep culverts, the barbed wire fencing beyond. People thought Kansas was all flat, but it wasn't, and especially not in the heart of the Flint Hills. The roads in this part of the state were long and straight, but they soared up and plunged down like curved ribbons of hard taffy.


Abby felt a wild hopeful moment of wondering if her truck could somehow manage to slide its way safely all the way back into town on the wrong side of the road. That would be a miracle. As she sat helplessly moving back the way she'd come, like a passenger on a roller coaster in reverse, she looked up the highway to the west, hoping not to see headlights coming at her. That way looked clear. In this strange, slow motion, made to feel even more eerie and timeless in the swirling snow, she felt as if she had all the time in the world before whatever was going to happen in the next few moments happened. She felt strangely calm, even curious about the possibility of crashing, but she didn't feel calm about Nadine out there in the snow.


She grabbed her cell phone from the seat beside her.


In the uncanny suspension of time, as her truck drew two long parallel lines in the snow on the highway, Abby realized she might be able to get out of her seat belt, throw open her door, and dive out. But if she did, what if her cell phone broke in her fall, or she hurt herself



too badly to call for help? Then nobody would know about Nadine. Mitch's mom could fall out there in the cemetery, be covered by snow, she could die . . .


If I don't jump, I'll crash with the truck.


Nadine . . .


Heart pounding, stomach queasy, no longer feeling calm about anything, Abby gave up the idea of trying to jump to save herself. Instead, she punched in the single digit that called the Sheriff's cell phone. It was on auto-dial, because Rex Shellenberger was as long and close a friend to her as Nadine had been to both of their mothers, as close as Mitch had been to Rex and Abby, once upon a happy time, a long time ago.


“Sheriff Shellenberger,” he said, calm as toast. But it was his recorded message. It went straight from those two words to the beep, wasting no time for people in emergencies.


“Rex! It's Abby! Nadine Newquist is wandering in the snow in the cemetery. Come help me get her out of there and take her home!”


She felt the truck veer left, and then felt it in her back and bottom first as the ride got rough and the rear tires slid onto gravel underneath snow.


Her roller-coaster ride, her trip back through time, was almost over.


Nobody would believe she had traveled so far on ice without crashing, Abby thought as the ride got rougher.


Panicked thoughts flashed through her brain, images without words. Should she call Nadine's husband, Tom? No, the judge was a notoriously bad driver in the best of weather, and a veritable menace at the first hint of moisture on the roads. Everybody knew that. Nobody with any sense ever consented to step into a car if Judge Tom Newquist was driving it, especially if it was raining, snowing, or sleeting. She'd only get him—or somebody else—killed if she called him out in this storm.


Frightened, Abby looked out the windshield just before it tilted up toward the sky.




In that split second, she glimpsed Mitch's mom again. Nadine's bathrobe was a tiny slash of deep rose on white, a hothouse flower inexplicably set outside on a winter's day. Abby knew the robe was expensive, soft and silky to the touch. She'd seen Nadine wearing it a lot lately, because she insisted on spending her days and nights in lingerie. It hardly mattered, since she didn't seem to be able to distinguish night from day anymore. When the judge or the nursing attendants he hired to watch her tried to get her into other clothes, she fought them. Abby knew the robe was made of thin material. The body under it was also thin, with hardly an ounce of fat to protect Nadine from the fierce cold that wrapped around her now.


At sixty miles an hour, Abby's truck hit the far side of the cement culvert with a crash that telescoped the exhaust pipes, flattened half of the metal bed, tore through the transmission, ripped out the gears, and shut the engine off. It was a ten-year-old truck with no air bags. Her seat belt saved her from being thrown into her windshield, but not from being slammed sideways into the window.









Chapter Two


January 23, 1987


“Mmmm.”


Abby kept up a steady “mmm,” while Mitch kissed all around her upper lip from the left side to the right, and then all across her lower lip from the right side to the left, and then again and again, around and around her mouth until she thought she might expire from the pleasure of it.


He was eighteen, a soon-to-graduate senior.


She was sixteen, the one who had to stay behind to finish high school.


She adored kissing him. Loved making out with him. Could have spent the rest of her life lying on her back in her single bed in her room with her head on her pillow and Mitch propped over her on his elbows, nonstop kissing her, pausing only for sweet little licks of his tongue between her lips.


She started mmming with such an intensity that he went Shhh into her lips. That made her lips tickle, which made her mouth curl up, which felt funny under his lips, which made him smile, which made both of them giggle, and then finally laugh so hard that Mitch had to fall away, onto his back, squeezed up against Abby on her narrow bed.




“Shhh!” they urged each other, and had to push their faces into each other's collarbones to keep the noise down. With her nose pressed down in the sweet hollow of his neck, Abby could smell his scent that was part spicy deodorant, part sandalwood aftershave, and all Mitch. He was laughing so hard at their attempts not to laugh that he snorted into her neck, which made her arch her back with her own less-than-silent laughter. Tears ran down both of their faces, moistening everything they touched, most of all each other.


Finally, when it died down, they snuggled in each other's arms.


Mitch had football shoulders, and eight inches over her five feet four, but his waist and hips were narrow and he had the long, slim leg muscles of a distance runner, so it was really only the top half of them that was crowded in the bed. Abby knew how to solve that by rolling toward him so he could wrap his arms around her while below their legs entwined. Wound around each other, they commenced plain old smooching again, silently meeting lips to lips again and again, working up to longer kisses, greater intensity, which was sure, eventually, to lead to more almost-out-of-control hilarity. Or, to more serious things, if they weren't careful. On this night, Abby didn't want to be careful, but Mitch didn't know that yet.


They were about halfway to something when there was a loud rap on the door to Abby's bedroom.


They froze in each other's arms.


The doorknob rattled as somebody tried to get in.


They were fully dressed, lying on top of the covers, with Bruce Springsteen in the background singing “Badlands” on an album turned up just loud enough to cover suspicious noises.


“Abby?” It was her mother's voice. “Why's your door locked, honey?”


“Don't come in, Mom!”


“Why not?”


“Because . . . I'm working on your birthday present!”


“Oh!” They heard her mother, Margie, laugh on the other side of



the door. “In that case! I wondered where you had disappeared to. I haven't seen you in hours.” Her tone turned teasing. “Mitch's not in there, is he?”


“Mother!”


“When did he leave? I didn't hear him go.”


“Hours ago!”


“Are you sure I can't come in, Abby? Maybe you need some help getting those diamonds glued onto that gold necklace?”


“You wish!” Abby called back. “With my allowance?”


“Okay, then.” Her mother feigned a martyred tone. “If you won't let me help . . .”


Mitch slid one hand up under Abby's sweater, over her ribs under her loosened bra, then onto her left breast, and she moaned softly.


“What?” her mother called from the other side of the door.


Abby closed her eyes in bliss, then opened them, and forced herself to say, “Mom?”


Mitch lifted her sweater, exposing her bare breast, and brought his mouth down onto it.


“What, honey?”


Abby felt as if her entire body was a single nerve cell vibrating from her left nipple.


“Is Dad here?”


Mitch's other hand began a slow descent under the waistband of her blue jeans, sliding lower, lower, stopping when it reached its destination. Unable to bear the torture, Abby put her hands on each of his and pressed, making him stop right where he was.


He grinned, and waited.


“Dad's back,” her mother answered. Abby had seen her father leave the house on a medical call several hours before, and he hadn't been home for supper, but she hadn't paid attention to when he came back. Her mother said, “Hey, have you looked outside? You know it's snowing, don't you?”


“Really?” Abby turned her head toward her windows and then



Mitch did, too. Together they looked out at snow falling heavily in the glow of the driveway lights. Abby turned back to call to her mom, “How much are we going to get?”


“Enough to close school tomorrow.”


“Yippee!”


They heard her mom laugh again. “You sound like a little kid when you do that. I'll have to take you sledding and give you hot chocolate in the morning. We're going to bed, sweetheart. You go ahead and work all night on my gift, if you have to.”


Abby laughed, and called out, “Night! Love you!”


When she said the last words, she looked into her boyfriend's eyes.


“Love you, too,” her mother's disappearing voice called back, as Mitch mouthed the exact same words to Abby. They didn't move until they heard the door to her parents’ bedroom shut. Then Abby wiggled under him, encouraging him. “Let's take our clothes off,” she whispered, and he didn't need to be asked twice.


They had never had intercourse. They had been boyfriend and girlfriend forever, stealing kisses when they were only eight and ten years old. By junior high, they were petting until they were both crazed. Through the years, they had made out as if they were going for advanced degrees in kissing. They had been totally naked together as many times as they could get the privacy to strip. Mitch's fingers had been inside of her, her hands had taken him to climax, but they had never had intercourse.


“I do love you,” Abby promised him.


“I do love you, too,” Mitch said, with as much fervor as if he was taking an oath on a Bible.


“Stay with me all night,” she said, in a rush of words.


“I don't know if I can stand it,” he said, and laughed quietly. “I'd better go.”


“No.” Abby looked directly into his beautiful brown eyes that were gazing so tenderly back at her. “Stay. You don't have to stand it anymore.”


He raised an eyebrow. “Huh?”




“Let's . . . do it.”


“You're kidding. Tonight?”


For answer, she stroked him where he could least resist her.


Mitch moaned, and said, “Oh God, Abby.”


But he pulled away from her. “Listen. Are you sure?”


“Yeah, let's get it over with.”


Mitch pulled back again. “Get it over with?”


“I didn't mean it like that,” she said quickly. “I just mean, we've made it into such a big deal. Maybe that's a mistake. It kind of scares me, that it's such a big deal. I mean, maybe it's not that big a deal after you actually do it. Billions of people have done it, right? Millions of people are probably doing it right this minute, all over the world. In London and Paris. In Singapore and Bangladesh. And right here, this very night, in Small Plains.”


“No way!” he exclaimed in mock shock.


“Even here,” she assured him. “I've thought about this a lot.”


“I can tell.”


“So maybe we ought to just—”


Mitch leaned toward her and began to kiss her gently. Then he whispered, “I thought we were going to wait for a special time, so we could plan it and do it right. Candles and shit.”


Abby laughed and covered her mouth.


“Candles and shit? Geez, you're romantic!”


Mitch laughed, too. “You know what I mean. Valentine's Day. Or New Year's Eve. Like that. A fancy dinner, then we'd go someplace where nobody knew us.”


“And I'd be so nervous I'd mess everything up,” she told him, confessing her fear.


He pursed his lips in thought, which forced her to lean forward to plant a kiss on them.


“Hm,” he said, after a moment, “too much pressure, you mean?”


“Yeah, too much pressure for something that's supposed to be so natural.”


“This isn't about me going to college, is it, Abby?”




“Cripes!” she exclaimed in a loud whisper. “I can't believe this! I have to convince you? I have to sell you on the idea of having sex with me?”


“Shhh! I'm sorry!” he told her. “I'm surprised, that's all. Of course I want to do it, but geez, Abby, your folks are right down the hall.”


“With a noise machine that covers every sound but the telephone.”


“Okay, but what about B.C.?” he whispered into her left ear.


Abby rolled her eyes. “I can't believe you!”


B.C. was their private shorthand for birth control. It had always felt sexy to talk of doing what they weren't allowing themselves to do. It had made them feel mature, superior, horny. Three girls they knew of had gotten pregnant in the last few semesters at Small Plains High School. Abby and Mitch knew they couldn't let that happen. They had to face parents who would kill them, or be horribly disappointed in them, if it happened to them.


“Don't you have one, like, in your wallet?” Abby whispered back to him.


“Me?” Mitch looked offended. “Do you think I carry them around?”


“I thought all guys did. Rex has one in his wallet.”


“Oh, yeah? How do you know that?”


“I saw it one time when he left his wallet someplace.”


“Well, you've been through my wallet enough times. You know what's in there.”


“I just thought, maybe you had one—”


“Well, I don't,” he said, and smiled at her. “I never wanted anybody to think that you—”


She kissed him. “Thanks.”


They fooled around for a while, and then she said, “My dad has some. Downstairs. On a shelf in his office.”


Her father was a physician, a general practitioner who practiced out of an office attached to the rear of their house.


Mitch pulled away again. “How do you know that?”




“How do you think I know? Don't you ever go through your dad's stuff?”


Mitch grinned. “Which shelf?”


“In the supply closet off the examining room. Fifth shelf up from the bottom on the left as you go in. They're in a box labeled—”


“Don't tell me. Trojan?”


She giggled. “Yeah. Super lubricated, supreme pleasure, maximum protection.” But then Abby frowned in concern. “Is that bad? To have to use one? Do you mind?”


Mitch blushed. “I have no idea if that's bad. It all sounds good to me.”


“Me, too.”


“Abby—”


“Mitch! Yes, yes, yes. Now, now, now. You, you, you. And me.”


“I love you,” he said. “I think I'm in shock, but I love you.”


They heard a toilet flush down the hall in her parents’ room.


They froze again.


“I'd better wait,” Mitch whispered, while Abby groaned with frustration.


“Let's make sure they're asleep before I go get it,” he said. “I'll call Rex and have him cover for me in case my folks notice I'm not home.”


“I can't stand waiting any longer!”she said.


“I'll take your mind off of it.”


They started kissing again, but this time it had a nervous edge of anticipation that it had never had before.









Chapter Three


When Rex got yelled awake by his older brother, he shot out of bed feeling surprised and stupid. He had fallen asleep in his bed while he was doing his homework. Damn, he thought as he staggered to his feet, couldn't anybody let a guy get any sleep?


“What?” he called out, into the hallway. “What time is it?”


His brother Patrick yelled back, “Time to get your lazy ass out of bed and into the truck!”


“Why?”


“Look out your window, dumbshit!”


“Patrick!” their mother called reprovingly, and then coughed.


Rex turned toward his window and instantly understood the summons from his older brother. Oh, shit. The night was bright with snow. Lots of it. Flying, blowing, window-pinging, sleeting, blizzard snow. His dad was going to be furious. If the old man could arrest God for dumping this storm on them, he probably would. And then he'd arrest their neighbor to the north and string him up from the nearest barn door. Nine months earlier, that rancher had let one of his bulls get through the fence that separated his fields from where the Shellenbergers were grazing their heifers, the young females who hadn't given birth yet. The inevitable result was that instead of calving



in March, when they were supposed to, they were due now, and at the worst possible time. A few calves had already arrived, but there were bound to be at least one or two tonight. If they didn't get to them in time, the calves, all wet from their mother's wombs, would freeze to death in minutes, and it wouldn't do the heifers any good, either.


“Mom? You coming with us?” he called out.


“No,” his mother called back, sounding hoarse and really tired. “I've already half-got pneumonia.” Between coughs, she managed to tell him, “Don't go out there without a coat, Rex.” She knew him well, he thought, knew he'd run out of the house in nothing more than his boots, jeans, and sweater if nobody made him dress any warmer.


The ranch house was icy at that hour. His mom always turned the thermostat way down when she went to bed at night. Over the hours after that, the two-story white house got progressively cold enough to freeze your butt if you made the mistake of having a nightmare that woke you up and reminded you that you needed to piss.


Knowing his mother would get out of bed to make sure he was adequately dressed, Rex whipped off his jeans, pulled on long underwear, put his jeans back on, then put on an extra pair of socks. Sure enough, when he emerged from his bedroom, there she was, standing in the doorway of the bedroom she shared with his dad. She was short and plump, her men were all tall and lean. Rex pointed to his feet. “Extra socks, Mom.” He pointed to his legs. “Long johns.” He pointed downstairs. “Coat. Gloves. Hat.”


“Good boy.” She resumed coughing, and turned back toward bed.


With one hand on the railing and one on the wall, he vaulted down the stairs three at a time, grabbed the stuff he'd told his mom he would, and then raced outside. His father and brother were already waiting for him in his dad's truck, which was idling at the front of the house. Rex saw that Patrick was in the backseat, so he climbed in front. “I thought we were only supposed to get a couple of inches,” he observed to his dad.




“Goddamn weatherman,” his father muttered. “There oughta be a law.”


In the dashboard lights, his dad's complexion, always red from high blood pressure and a choleric nature, looked dark and purplish, from the heat of anger and the cold of the weather. Nathan Shellenberger jerked the truck into first gear so furiously that the vehicle's rear end whipped from left to right and back again on the icy driveway.


“Whoa, Dad,” Rex said, putting a hand on the dash to keep from banging into things.


In the backseat, Patrick laughed as he got jerked around by the centrifugal force.


They were still fishtailing as their headlights picked out the highway. It was going to be a slick, hazardous trip to their first gate. If his mother had been with them, Rex thought, she would have said, “Let's don't end up in a ditch, all right, Nathan?” But she wasn't there, so his dad continued driving too angrily and too fast for safety.


They knew which pastures to check, but the pastures were large, with many draws and hard-to-reach spots where cows wandered off to give birth to their calves. Fairly easily, they located one “girl” down in a draw where she was on her front knees, bellowing in pain and difficulty. Under their father's direction, the brothers dragged a metal Y-fork, winch, and chains from the back of the truck and used them, working together as a practiced team, to pull the bull calf from his mother. Within moments, after delivering the placenta, the mom was back on her feet, turning toward her new calf, nuzzling him, trying to get him on his feet, too. But the baby was soaked and shivering so much it couldn't stand. Patrick scooped it up in his arms and carried it into the truck with him—blood, excrement, and all. Rex and his dad led the new mother up a ramp into a narrow stall in the bed of the truck, where they shut her in. When the three of them climbed back into the cab, with the baby in Patrick's arms, and his dad turned up the heater, Rex smelled the rich, animal, comforting stink of new life all over them.




Slowly, this time, they made their way back to the barn, where they placed the pair together in a stall. When they saw the mother licking the calf and the calf starting to butt her in search of an udder, they hurried back through the cold and snow to the truck to repeat the process as many times as they had to that night.


• • •


“There,” Rex's father said, and pointed to a mound of snow where there wasn't any natural reason for such a mound to be. “Look there, boys. What do you think that is?”


They had already found two more new calves, one doing all right, the other frozen.


This looked as if it was going to be more bad news.


Rex couldn't tell from a distance what it was that lay so still in the whiteness.


Even when his dad pointed the truck's headlights at it, they couldn't tell what they were looking at. “One of you boys go see, so we don't all have to get out again.”


“Your turn,” Patrick told him.


“Baloney.”


“I don't care whose turn it is,” their dad snapped. “One of you go!”


Patrick swatted the back of Rex's head. Because of the cold, it hurt worse than usual.


Rex whirled around and yelled at the backseat. “Stop it, Patrick! What are you—ten?”


“Go!” his dad said. “Or I'll leave you both here.”


“No, you won't,” Patrick said, sounding comfortable. “Mom'd kill you. Go, little brother. Mom won't be nearly so upset if Dad only leaves one of us behind.”


Rex climbed out into the blowing snow and bitter cold again, thinking, If I was the one who got to go to college this year, I'd have made sure I got to stay there. Patrick—the good-looking one, the wild one, as he was known to the world—had managed to flunk out after only one semester at K-State University in Manhattan. He'd been back



home only a week, and nobody but his family knew he was back. Feeling ashamed of his brother's failure, Rex hadn't even told Mitch or Abby the news that Patrick was home. Hiding out, in Rex's opinion, mooching, while he figured out what school might take him next, pretending to be helpful around the ranch while it was actually Rex who did the work.


The closer Rex got to the mound of snow, the less it looked like a cow or calf.


He was nearly nudging it with the toe of his boot when a horrible queasy feeling shot through him a moment before the awful truth seeped into his brain. His mind registered, body, before his eyes conveyed, girl. Before he could put all the pieces of the shocking puzzle together, he knelt on one knee beside her, looking down at her, not understanding.


She lay on her side, impossibly naked in the blizzard.


Her hip was the highest part of her, the snow-covered hump they'd seen from the truck.


Her skin was as white as the snow around it, her hair as brown as the earth under her.


Without thinking, Rex grabbed her thin shoulder, turned her over, and gasped as snow fell away to reveal her body and face. Her eyes were closed as if she had lain down and gone to sleep. He took in the full breasts, the mound of stomach, the pubic hair, the slim legs that were bent as if she had tried to curl up for warmth. For all of that, it was her bare feet that made her look the most vulnerable. Rex saw blood between her legs, down the inside of her thighs, and pink snow beneath her.


Even cold and dead, she was the most beautiful girl he'd ever seen.


Emotion whipped through him like a bullet, ripping his eighteen-year-old heart open.


“Rex! Is it a calf? What'd you find?”


His father came up behind him.


“My God,” he heard his father exclaim in a loud, stiff, shocked voice.




Rex felt himself lifted and pulled to his feet, felt himself pushed away.


His father took his place, kneeling down in the snow to look at her.


“Dear God.” Nathan Shellenberger turned around to stare up at Rex, as if his son could provide the answers. “Do you know her?”


Dumbly, Rex shook his head, denying her: No.


“Go get your brother.”


But when Rex returned with Patrick, it wasn't so his dad could also ask his older brother if he knew her. It was only so the three of them could lift her and carry her between them back to the truck. They were all big men, over six feet, but none of them could do it alone because of the awkward, frozen posture of her body. His dad lifted her head and shoulders, Patrick took her feet and legs, leaving Rex to place his gloved hands under her hips. He had to force himself to do it. It was all so strange. And one of the strangest things of all was that nobody was saying anything. He had told his brother on the way back to their father what was going on, and Patrick had said, “Jesus!” and “What the hell?” and “Who is she, is it somebody we know?” Rex, his lips numb, his mind reeling, hadn't answered his brother's questions. When they reached their father and Patrick saw her, he, too, fell silent.


The snow was falling so thickly it was disorienting in the dark.


Rex felt as if they were moving through space, that they were giant spacemen threading in and out among trillions of tiny luminous stars. Several times as they struggled through the drifts, over the rough ranch land, Rex thought he was going to drop her, or be sick.


At the truck, they paused, holding her, unsure what to do next.


“We'll have to put her in back,” their father said.


Rex hated that part of it, the handing of her stiff, bent body up to the bed of the pickup truck, the securing of her body by laying her down between the back wall and some fifty-pound feed bags. It felt ludicrous and disrespectful, even when his father covered her with empty burlap. But Rex knew the answer to the question, “What else could they do?” was nothing. Small Plains didn't have a hospital so



there was no ambulance to send for, and his dad couldn't expect McLaughlin Brothers Funeral Home to send out a hearse to the middle of a cow pasture, not in this weather.


Back in the cab of the truck, his father said gruffly, “I'm dropping you back home, Rex.”


“Why? Where are you going?”


“Well, we're not leaving her in the back of the truck all night, son.” His dad's tone was sarcastic, but also gentle. “When you go in the house, don't say anything to your mother about this. I'll tell her.”


“Yes, sir.”


The “sir” came out unexpectedly, as it sometimes did when his dad changed from rancher to law enforcer.


“We disturbed the ‘scene,’ didn't we?” Rex asked, now speaking to the sheriff.


“Can't be helped. We couldn't leave her out there.”


“Why not?” Patrick asked, sounding sullen.


His father snapped a glance in the rearview mirror and said, more impatiently this time, “Think. Coyotes.”


Rex shuddered, sliding down in the seat.


“The snow's going to destroy some evidence,” his father said, “like footprints, but it might preserve other things.”


“Like what?”


“I don't know, Patrick. We'll see when it melts.”


“Do you think somebody killed her, Dad?” Rex blurted.


Instead of answering the question, his father said, “It looks like she was raped.”


Rex felt shocked to hear the word spoken out loud. Raped.


In his mind, he saw the red streaks on her thighs, the pink snow beneath her.


After his father said the loaded word, it hung in the cold air of the car, as if his dad was waiting to hear how his sons would respond.


“What about the new calves?” his brother asked, from the back-seat.


“There's nothing we can do about them now,” their father said.




“We'll lose some,” Patrick persisted, as if that was the most important thing.


Suddenly furious, Rex turned around and glared at his brother. “She's dead, Patrick.”


“So what? Shut up.”


“So what?”


Patrick shrugged, turning his face away and staring out the far window.


“Asshole!” Rex whirled back around, violently shoving himself into the seat back.


His father didn't remonstrate with either of them, just let them stew in their own emotional juices while he navigated the hazardous roads back home. When Rex glanced over, he saw that his dad had a grim set to his mouth, which could have been because he was thinking hard, or because of the girl, or just because of the driving conditions. It was hard to tell, just as it was hard to tell how his father felt about a lot of things, unless he was angry about them. It was only anger that his dad seemed able to express openly and without reservation, and now and then a kind of patient, sarcastic affection. The more subtle ranges of feeling stayed locked up inside of him. Or, maybe, Rex thought, he had delegated all of those to Rex's mom, who had enough sensitivity for all of them.


When his dad pulled up into their driveway, Nathan Shellenberger bypassed the house and drove on to park in front of the barn.


Rex got out of the truck, and Patrick opened his door, too.


“Get up here in front with me, Patrick,” his dad ordered him.


“Why?” It sounded whiny, and made Rex want to slug him.


“Because you're coming with me.”


“Huh? Where? I don't want to. I'm tired, Dad.”


“And I don't care if you don't want to. Get up here. Now.”


Patrick slammed the back truck door, then just stood in the snow while their dad got out on his side and trudged toward the barn.


“What's he doing now?” Patrick complained.


“Probably going to use the barn phone.”




“To call who?”


“How the hell would I know, Patrick?”


They watched their dad slide one side of the barn doors open, and then disappear inside.


Patrick took a step toward the truck door that Rex was holding open. He got right up in Rex's face, grinned, and said in a low voice to his brother, “Congratulations, asshole. You finally got to see a naked woman.”


Rex shoved him into the truck.


Patrick laughed, and shoved him back.


Rex pulled back his right arm to hit Patrick with everything he had, but Patrick ducked under and slid into the front seat, so that Rex's fist landed on the metal divider between front and back. Pain shot up his arm like a lightning bolt, and blinded him. His teeth clamped down on his tongue, filling his mouth with pain, too, and with the bitter taste of his own blood. He fell back into the snow, grabbing at his broken fist with his other hand, then crying out in agony at the touch of his own hand.


Laughing, Patrick slammed the door shut, and locked it.


“Sucker!”


When their father returned, Rex had already gone into the house, cradling his fist.


• • •


“Rex, honey, is that you?”


“Yeah, Mom.”


“Did you boys find any calves? Come in and talk to me. I'm too sick to get up.”


Reluctantly, Rex went to her open doorway. “One dead, two live ones, Mom. We put them in the barn.”


“Did we lose any cows?”


“No, just the one calf, but we didn't get around to every pasture.”


“You didn't?” She coughed repeatedly, grabbed a tissue from a box on the floor, blew her nose a few times, and then said, “You've been



gone a long time. Why are you holding your arm like that? Is something the matter with your hand?”


“Nothing. I hit it—”


“Come here, let me see it.”


“Mom, it's okay—”


“Come here, Rex.”


He went and sat down on the edge of her bed, and showed her his fist. In the glow of the bedside light that she had turned on, it looked viciously discolored. He saw he had cut it, right across the top of his knuckles, and there was blood. The snow and cold had limited the ooze, and kept the swelling down so far.


“Good grief. What did you do, hit your brother with it?”


He stared at her. How did she always know?


She sighed. “I won't even ask why. The two of you don't need a reason, do you? I want you to ice that down before you go to bed.” She kept small plastic bags full of ice at the ready in the freezer, for tending the wounds of athletic sons and a husband who did physically dangerous work. But then she looked up from his hand, directly into his face. “What's the matter, Rex?” She frowned, cocked her head, as if listening for something. “Did you come in by yourself? Where's your brother? Where's your father?”


His dad had told him not to tell her. He was supposed to wait for his father to do it. But he hurt, and he was exhausted, wound-up, confused, and upset, and she was his mom, the best listener of any person he'd ever known.


Rex started at the beginning, and told her everything.


He didn't stop until his hand began to ache so bad that it was either go get some Tylenol for the pain, or start to cry.









Chapter Four


Mitch and Abby kissed and tortured each other until the coast was clear.


“Now?” he asked her.


Feeling equal parts shy, sure, scared, and excited, Abby nodded.


Mitch slipped out of her bed, and got back into his jeans and undershirt, leaving his boxers, sweater, shoes, socks, and winter coat behind in the room. When Abby saw how he had to struggle— carefully!—to get his half-cocked penis back into his pants, she giggled, and when he saw why she was laughing, he flushed as red as the valentine she had taped to the wall above her bed. “Very funny,” he said with mock sarcasm, and they both laughed. He made a comedy out of walking bowlegged to the door. They both flinched when he turned the lock and it clicked open. After a tense moment of waiting to see if anybody else had heard it, Mitch sneaked through, turning around just long enough to flash her a grin.


She blew him a kiss, and mouthed, “I love you!”


Mitch left her door ajar, so he could slip back in later.


Abby quietly jumped out of bed and pushed all evidence of him under her bed, just in case. She slipped on his red-and-white football jersey that she slept in every night, inhaled the scent of him that



clung to it, and let it slide down her body. Then she got back into bed to wait for him.


She didn't feel any guilt about lying to her mother. In her family, they lied to each other all the time, and only laughed about it when they got caught. “Don't tell your mother I ate that second piece of pie,” her father might say. “Abby, don't tell your dad I threw his old tie out with the trash,” Margie might say. Abby lied for her older sister, Ellen, and Ellen, when she was home from KU, lied for her. They were tiny lies, Abby thought, the lies that made it possible to live life without feeling totally chained down to other people's expectations, the lies that gave ordinary days a little spice and adventure. There was nothing wrong with it, in her opinion, though it boggled Mitch's mind when he heard them do it. His tiny family—the judge, Nadine, Mitch—lied to each other, too, Abby knew, but there was hell to pay if they got caught, which made them extra careful around one another. “That's the whole difference between our families,” Abby had once told Mitch. “You guys are so formal, and you take everything so seriously, and we don't. And that's weird, because my dad's the one who's a doctor, where a lot of things really are life and death, but we don't act like it. Every time you do anything wrong, it seems like it's a capital offense.”


“Well, my dad is a judge,” Mitch had pointed out. “Guilt, innocence . . .”


He had drawn a finger across his neck, and made a sound like having his throat slit.


Abby had shivered, moved his finger out of the way, and kissed his Adam's apple.


But that was also the good news—the little white lies came easy to her, but no lies at all came easily to Mitch. Even listening to him ask Rex to cover for him, she'd heard how tense he had sounded, how quickly he'd hung up, as if he didn't want to dwell on it. Abby figured she would be able to tell if Mitch ever lied to her. She took it for granted that he was as loyal as he was honest. What he said he'd do, he'd do. And if he didn't, he'd tell her the truth about why not.



Which also meant, however, that if her mom or dad caught him on the stairs and asked him what he was doing there at this hour, in his bare feet, poor Mitch might blurt, “I'm going to get a rubber so I can screw your daughter for the first time!” At the thought of it, Abby felt contented laughter bubbling up from her heart, and before she knew it, she had to bury her face in her pillow to hide her giggles again.


Then she heard a phone ring, but not in her room, and her giggles died abruptly.


It was her father's medical emergency line, ringing on that phone in their bedroom.


“No!” Abby whisper-yelled into her pillow. “Please, please, please! Not tonight, please, please don't anybody need him tonight!”


• • •


Thank God the Reynoldses had wall-to-wall carpeting everywhere, Mitch thought, as he crept down the second floor landing, and then down the carpeted stairs to the first floor. And thank God Margie Reynolds believed in night-lights, so there was at least some illumination for his trek. As well as he knew this house, which was nearly as well as he knew his own, he still didn't know it well enough to move blindfolded in the dark.


He made himself think about what he could do or say if either of Abby's parents woke up and discovered him sneaking through their house in the dark. Mrs. Reynolds might forgive him, but Mitch had a feeling Doc Reynolds might not be so easy on him.


“Mitch?” he'd say in that bass, raspy, rumbling voice of his that made everything he said sound well-thought-out and important, even if he only said hello or good-bye or pass the pie. When Quentin Reynolds told people they were cancer-free, they took it as a pronouncement of Gospel truth; if he told them they had three months to live, they believed it, and tended to follow orders by folding their mortal tents on or about three months later. It was well known in town that you wanted to be real careful about what kind of information



you asked Doc to give you, and make sure you could handle hearing it. Mitch's father said that when dealing with Quentin Reynolds, it was best to be a person of independent mind. Quentin also had a dry sense of humor that confused people who lacked one. Mitch could just imagine him saying, “I could have sworn that I got out of bed and that I'm not dreaming. But there you are, sneaking down my front stairs . . .”


Mitch crept through the kitchen toward the door that led into Doc's office and examining rooms. He'd eaten two pieces of Mrs. Reynolds's cherry pie in that kitchen that very afternoon while Abby's father worked on the other side of the wall, but it seemed a lot longer ago than that now.


Doc Reynolds kept to the old-fashioned tradition of conducting his medical practice at home, instead of at an office downtown, and so Mitch walked in the dark through a compact addition that had been built onto the house before he was born. Padding silently in his bare feet, he passed through a small waiting room, a reception and nurse's office, and then down a short hall where there were five doors leading to Doc's office, two examining rooms, one bathroom, and a large supply closet.


If he thought that explaining what he was doing in the house would be difficult, explaining what he was doing in the medical quarters was going to be impossible.


“Oh, just stealing amphetamines, Doc. Why, is that a problem?”


Mitch pushed open the door to the supply closet, and offered up a prayer to the god of young virgins. On second thought, he changed that line of defense, too. The god of virgins might not be too pleased that he was about to lose two of his best disciples.


That thought made Mitch's knees go so weak that he nearly sank down onto the tile floor.


When the phone rang like a tornado siren going off, he jumped as if a doctor had poked a needle in his ass.


• • •




For a few blessed moments after the phone rang, Abby didn't hear anything from the direction of her parents’ bedroom. She let herself imagine that she and Mitch were still safe. But then she heard their door quietly open, and her heart managed to both sink and to race at the same time. She heard her father hurry down the hallway toward the stairs, and all she could do was hide her face in her hands. Her dad was being quiet, but not that quiet, so maybe Mitch would hear him coming and find a place to hide—


Galvanized by the need to warn Mitch, she sprang out of bed and raced to her door.


“Dad!” she called out. “What's going on?”


He barely glanced back over his shoulder long enough to say, “Shhh. Go back to sleep.”


“Is somebody having a baby? There hasn't been a car wreck, has there?”


He didn't even bother to turn around to shush her, but just kept on going.


Abby retreated to her bed. At least she had tried to warn Mitch. He had to have heard her!


Holding her breath in suspense, Abby squeezed her eyes shut and prayed, Please!


When she saw light through her closed eyes, she opened them. But then, when she realized it was headlights coming up their driveway, she knew they'd lost their chance. The only good news was that she wasn't also hearing anything to indicate that Mitch had been caught by her dad. He must be hiding in the house. Or maybe he was already running home.


Oh, no! Through the snowstorm, without his shoes or coat . . .


Abby turned her face toward the ceiling, feeling horrible. She felt disappointed, mad, sad, scared, nervous, worried about Mitch, guilty, every bad feeling she could possibly have. Why did love have to be so difficult?


• • •




Mitch dived into the dark medical supply closet seconds before Abby's dad pushed open the door from the kitchen. Light from approaching headlights flooded the dark rooms as somebody drove up to the entrance to the doctor's office. For several moments, Mitch stood frozen in the dark, trying to catch his breath without anybody hearing him gulp it into his lungs. Abby's voice, calling “Dad!” had scared the hell out of him. Now, he cringed at the sight of the long sliver of light that came in at the edge of the supply closet door. He hadn't dared to close it all the way, since that might make noise. Would Doc notice it was ajar?


Oh, God, he thought, what if Doc had to get something in the supply closet?


Desperately, he stared around, but saw only open shelves, including the one with the box of condom packets. They looked like a bad joke now. Ha ha. Not tonight, sucker.


Mitch's heart pounded so hard in his ears that he felt deaf. As through a percussive din, he heard doors slam outside, then the outside door to the office opened, and then he heard the voices of men. With a shock that felt like a kick to his stomach, he recognized them. Jesus H. Christ, it was Rex's dad and Patrick. Oh, great! Was his own dad coming next?


Feeling as if he had little left to lose, since they were bound to catch him, Mitch inched closer to the crack of light. He might as well take a look. But what he saw shocked him more than his own predicament did: Preceded by Doc Reynolds, Rex's dad and brother were carrying a naked girl down the hallway, coming right toward him.


Doc stopped in front of the supply closet door and then flung open the door of the examining room opposite it.


“Put her in here,” he told them.


The father and son turned into the first examining room.


As they did, they turned their burden so that her long hair hung down over their arms, and her face was revealed to Mitch.


His breath caught in his throat, and he thought, My God, she's dead!




Instinctively, he stepped back to get away from what he was seeing, but he could still see her. Her eyes open, she seemed to stare right at Mitch for an instant before they moved her face from his line of vision.


And then, belatedly, a jolt went through him, and he thought, I know her.


Through the blood pounding in his ears, he heard Quentin Reynolds say, “Lay her down on the floor, Nathan.”


“The floor, Quentin?”


Rex's dad sounded angry, aggressive, but then, he almost always did.


“You've got to put her someplace,” Abby's dad said with a kind of heavy patience. “Lay her down.”


“Why not on the examining table?”


“Put her on the goddamned floor, Nathan!”


In the supply closet, Mitch's whole body jerked in surprise at the doctor's tone. He had never, never heard Abby's dad curse, or even talk like that to anybody.


“Keep your shirt on, Quentin,” Nathan Shellenberger said.


There was a pause, and then Mitch heard Doc say, “Patrick, go wait in the truck.”


When the asshole didn't move, as Mitch knew he wouldn't, because that was the kind of jerk Patrick was, his father shoved at his shoulder and said, “You heard him. Go.”


Patrick didn't argue, just shrugged and slowly did as he was told, slamming the office's outside door behind him. It was only after he was gone that Mitch realized he was surprised to see that Patrick was in town at all. Why wasn't he in Manhattan, where he was supposed to be at college? Rex hadn't said anything about his asshole older brother being home.


It didn't seem important, especially not when Mitch heard Nathan Shellenberger say to the physician in a low voice, “What now?”


Abby's dad didn't answer him with any words. Instead, he surprised



Mitch—and, from the expression on his face, the sheriff—by walking out of the examining room and back inside the house. He left the examining room door open. Mitch stood in the dark supply closet staring across the hall at a frightening tableau: The sheriff stood silently, a sentinel, seeming to guard the girl's body on the floor.


Doc returned within a few moments, carrying several plastic grocery bags in his left hand, and something else in his right hand. He walked back into the examining room. Still without speaking, the most respected and popular general practitioner in the county looked the county sheriff in the face briefly, and then squatted down and proceeded to place the girl's head carefully inside three of the bags. He then took some kind of twine from one of the drawers in his office and tied it tightly around her neck, securing the bags.


“What the hell are you doing, Quentin?” Rex's father demanded of him.


“What has to be done.”


He left the office again, going back into the house one more time.


While he was gone, Mitch again watched Rex's dad stare down at her.


Slowly, almost not wanting to look, Mitch let his own gaze slide down to her body. They had put her on her left side. She was curled up as if she were asleep, and she wasn't moving.


When Abby's dad came back, he had a couple of sofa pillows in his hands. He squatted down again, only this time he lifted the girl's covered head, and placed the pillows under it, as if he were trying to make her comfortable on the hard, tiled floor.


Then Abby's father moved back a couple of feet, though he still squatted on the tile. He reached for the other object he had brought in along with the plastic bags. He lifted the girl's softball bat that he had carried with him into the office, and he brought it down on the plastic-covered face. Nathan Shellenberger cried out. So did Mitch, in the supply closet. But nobody heard him; their attention was riveted on the bat that just kept going up and coming down. The plastic



bags contained the splattered flesh and blood. The pillows muffled the sound to thuds, though in the doctor's office they all heard the repeated and terrible cracking of bone.


The sheriff turned away, fumbled toward a plastic wastebasket, and vomited into it.


“Jesus Christ,” he whispered, as he wiped his mouth off on the sleeve of his coat. “Jesus, God, Quentin!”


“Go home,” Abby's father said, in a harsh voice. “We'll talk when Pat's not waiting for you.”


The sheriff fled, letting a blast of snow and cold air in behind him before he shut the door.


In the closet, Mitch sank down onto the floor and stared wide-eyed into the light.


He watched Quentin Reynolds examine the surface of the bat, and then bend down to examine the floor. He seemed satisfied that the bags had contained the gore, because he didn't attempt to wash anything. Gently, he leaned the bat against a wall. He picked up the plastic wastebasket into which his old friend had thrown up and carried it down the hall to the bathroom. Mitch heard the sounds of a toilet flushing, of water running, and after a while Doc came back down the hall with the wastebasket in his hands and walked back into the examining room again. After putting the wastebasket back down, he put his hands on his hips and gazed around, as if checking to see if he had missed anything. And then, without any warning, he began to weep, a weeping made more violent by his efforts to contain the sounds of it. For several moments, the stocky man's shoulders shook as sobs wrenched him. Finally, he dragged the sleeves of his shirt across his eyes. Then he removed the cushioning pillows. He checked them, too. He left the girl with the destroyed face on the floor, and carried the bat and pillows back into his house, turning off the office light and quietly closing the door behind him.


Mitch waited until he thought he could stand up again.


Barefoot and coatless, without even a sweater to pull over his T-shirt, and on nerveless legs that trembled as he moved, he emerged



from the closet. He paused for a moment in the hallway and stared into the examining room, but he couldn't bring himself to look down. Averting his eyes from the horror of it, he ran into the waiting room and then stumbled out into the snow. He could barely feel the cold. It was only when he inhaled sharp, painful air that he realized he had been holding his breath. As he shuffled down the driveway, he looked up at the windows in Abby's room. There was no light up there. Mitch felt as if all the light had gone out everywhere.


• • •


When the truck backed down the driveway and its headlights disappeared, when her father came trudging back up the stairs, when he had shut his bedroom door and a long time passed after that, Abby gave up waiting for Mitch to return to her bed that night. At least he hadn't gotten caught, she was pretty sure, or else her father would have thrown open her door to read her the riot act. So that was good. But nothing else was. Not poor Mitch having to run home barefoot in the snow, not Mitch having to take the chance of getting caught by his parents when he sneaked back into his house, and not the two of them being separated on the one night they should have been together most.


God only knew when she'd get the nerve to try again.


The tears started to come. Abby cried herself to sleep, feeling sorry for herself.


“This is just the worst,” she told her wet pillow. It was hard to be sixteen. She just couldn't imagine how it could be any harder.
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