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			Jonathan Stride watched the cemetery filling up with snow. The windless storm deadened every sound as it crusted over the graves and laid a bone-white sheet across the dormant grass. He used a flashlight to guide his footsteps in the darkness. It was only a small country graveyard, tucked among the winter ruins of cornfields, but he didn’t remember exactly where he was going. He had been just once before.

			When was that? It must have been twenty years earlier, back when he was still a young man. He and his wife Cindy had made a pilgrimage to visit his mother after the stone had been placed.

			His flashlight illuminated the graves, which marked deaths in rural Wisconsin dating back more than a century. Yellow mold had gathered on the older stones, obscuring the names. He saw memorials written in German, reflecting the ethnic heritage of the area. Der Herr ist unsere hirte uns wird nichts mangeln. Most headstones were unassuming, but others made an ironic statement with their grand size about the importance of the person buried there.

			Ironic, because who remembered them now?

			Stride saw rough-hewn edges of granite. Gray, brown, and pink marble. A few dead flowers clung to the grass, reflecting visitors from months earlier, before the winter season. Wet brown leaves swept the ground. The calendar said spring, but it was a bitter April night, as cold as January. A puff of wind snaked through the cemetery, and he heard a bell ringing, no louder than a set of wind chimes. His flashlight lit up a wrought iron heart mounted on top of a stone, with a rusted bell hung in the middle.

			He thought: Don’t ask for whom the bell tolls—not in this place.

			He wasn’t really sure why he was here. He had miles to go—hours of driving—before he was back in his hometown of Duluth. The federal drug trial in Milwaukee where he’d been testifying had ended in an unexpected plea bargain, and he was heading home earlier than planned. He hadn’t even considered that his return trip—following the northern route, avoiding road construction—would take him past the lake town of Shawano on Highway 29.

			Even when he spotted the town name on the highway signs, he hadn’t thought of stopping. And then he was there. The snow flew, the slippery road was empty of traffic, and he wanted nothing more than to keep driving, but he saw the exit sign pointing him to Shawano, and his hands almost of their own accord turned the wheel of the Expedition. He drove over the Wolf River and through the main street of the quiet town, which looked like a Christmas vignette in the storm. Little had changed in two decades. Small Midwestern towns got frozen by the weather and frozen by time.

			He remembered that the church was north of town, and he found St. Jakobi on a lonely country road among desolate farms. The church was built of brick, with a slim steeple and narrow stained glass windows—nothing too showy for Lutherans. There were two modest family homes built near the church, but they were dark except for a single light in the nearest house. Otherwise, he was alone, protected by soaring pines, with wide-open fields beginning where the graveyard ended.

			Steam clouded in front of his face as he breathed. Dampness trickled into his wavy black-and-gray hair as the snow settled on it and melted. He wore old jeans and an even older leather jacket. He was tall and lean. In his youth, he’d been handsome, with rugged features. Cindy had always said that you couldn’t be handsome without being a little immature. A little unpolished. She’d told him once that he was a man of fire, honor, ego, and stubbornness—all good things, but sometimes not in perfect proportion. Now, nearing half a century, his once-young face had grown more weathered. It was the face of a northern man, an outdoorsman, burnt by sun even in the cold months and hardened and dried by the lake wind. The lines in his forehead had deepened, like canyons. His chin usually needed a shave. His dark eyes—pirate eyes, Cindy called them—carried more wisdom, but also more of the weight of the world. The women who knew him still called him handsome.

			Stride picked his way through the rows of tombs, hearing fallen pine cones crack under his boots. In the middle of the cemetery, he found a well-worn dirt path used by hearses to access the graves. Even the dead needed a way in, if not a way out. Standing on the road, he remembered the layout of the headstones and knew where he was going now. His mother was buried fifty yards away below a flat stone on the earth. The one other time he’d been here, Cindy had held his hand as she cried. He hadn’t shed any tears himself.

			He walked more quickly, leaving footprints on the spongy ground, but he stopped when his flashlight shined on two gleaming pink eyes. It was a white rat, glaring fiercely at him. He kicked the snow with the heel of his boot, and the rodent swished its tail and ran. Where the rat had hunkered down, he saw the pieces of a gravestone that had been vandalized, as if by repeated blows from a heavy hammer. Broken stone, dusted by snow, littered the grass. Only a fragment of the original headstone remained in place. He could make out the last name: BLACK. Below the name, he saw the year of the person’s death, which was four years earlier. 

			Red paint marred the smooth stone. One word.

			Teufel.

			Stride remembered enough of his college German to know that Der Teufel was the Devil.

			He bent down and touched the desecrated stone. The graffiti looked quick and ragged, sprayed with fierce hatred. First you take a hammer to the stone, and then you violate the remains. Behind him, the tiny rusted bell rang again, fast and furiously, as if moved by an unseen hand. He straightened up and shot his light around the graveyard, then toward the cornfield and into the trees and back to the brick wall of the church. He examined the ground and saw no other footprints except his own. No one was here.

			Just himself and the bones of Black. The bones of Der Teufel.

			Stride left the grave behind him. He wanted to pay his respects and be gone. It had been a mistake to leave the highway. 

			He found the set of three stones where the trees ended. They were nothing more than rectangular outlines on the white ground. He bent down and brushed the snow and pine needles aside with his bare hand, revealing the carved name on the grave. His own name. Stride. Below the surname, he uncovered his mother’s first name and family name: Beatrice Heling. There was an empty space beside her, where a couple could spend eternity together, but his father had never joined her there. Not long after they had purchased the family plot, a freak wave pitched him off the side of an ore boat into Lake Superior. His body was never found.

			Stride cleared the two graves beside his mother, which belonged to her parents, Lewis and Greta Heling. They were his grandparents, whom he had met only once as a young boy and didn’t remember at all.

			Beatrice Heling had left Shawano as a teenager to go to college in Duluth. After she met and married Stride’s father there, she had rarely returned to her Wisconsin hometown. Even so, she’d always insisted that this was where she wanted to be buried. Stride didn’t understand, and neither did his father, but she wanted to be back with her parents when she was dead. People were funny about things like that.

			“Don’t ever put me in the ground,” Cindy had told him, not long before the cancer took her from him as swiftly as another rogue wave. “Scatter me in the lake, Jonny. I don’t ever want you wishing over old bones.” That was what he had done—taken Cindy’s urn in an old fishing boat with his best friend, Steve Garske, and given up his pretty wife to the water.

			Now here he was, wishing over old bones. His mother was buried below him in the frozen ground. He wasn’t the kind of man who talked to ghosts, and he didn’t know what he would say. He switched off his flashlight and stood silently with her in the darkness, remembering. She’d been loving and vivacious when he was young, but much of the fire had gone out of her after his father’s loss. She was too consumed with grief to care about anything else. For a while, he’d blamed her for letting his father’s death destroy her own life, but eventually, he understood. When he lost Cindy, he knew what his mother had experienced and how easy it would be to dig a hole for himself and forget how to get out.

			Time to go.

			He wasn’t sure why his mother had called him back to Shawano from the highway, but he was done and ready to go home to Duluth. He headed for the church and was halfway through the cemetery when he heard the noise of a car engine and squinted into the blinding flash of headlights.

			A vehicle turned off the highway onto the dirt road that the hearses used to carry coffins.

			Stride was among the fir trees, invisible, as the car came closer. It rolled to a stop thirty feet away. Its engine was still on, its lights hot and white. He could make out the emblem on the side of the sedan; it was a Shawano County Sheriff’s vehicle. He realized that the car was probably here for him. Someone had spotted his flashlight beam crisscrossing the graveyard and called the police.

			The door of the cruiser opened, and a policeman got out. He walked in front of the car, bathed in the glow of the headlights, which Stride found odd. When you were investigating a call, even in a small town, you didn’t make yourself a target. The snow got heavier, falling through the white lights, swirling like a dust devil around the cop. The man stopped, staring up at the sky. Stride realized that the policeman couldn’t be far from the vandalized headstone he’d found.

			Der Teufel. The Devil.

			The policeman was in uniform. The headlights caught him from the side, leaving half his face white and half in shadow. He was about forty years old, which made him younger than Stride by nearly a decade. The two men were about the same height, over six feet. The Shawano policeman had short blond hair, ears that jutted out a little too far from the side of his head, and a bulky physique. He was good-looking in a country boy way. Clean-shaven, with the earnestness of a farmer singing in church on Sunday. He didn’t see Stride in the trees.

			As wholesome as he was, there was something alarming in the man’s face. Something stricken and pale. One fierce blue eye was deadened by pain, and the other was lost in the night. Stride didn’t like what he saw there. He took a step toward the policeman, wanting to announce himself, but he stopped in astonishment as the cop unhooked the holster at his belt and slid his service pistol into his hand.

			“What the—” Stride murmured.

			His first thought was that the policeman was about to point the gun at him, but he was wrong. Suddenly, Stride understood what was happening. He charged through the white drifts, but he was already too late to stop what came next. There was no time.

			The wind roared to life. The little bell rang.

			The handsome policeman didn’t hesitate, as if he were following through on a decision that had been made long ago. He put the gun to his temple on the dark half of his forehead that was in shadow. The cop’s finger tightened on the trigger. Stride shouted, but the bullet was faster than his voice. In the noise and fire that followed, the snow pouring through the headlights of the squad car turned red.
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			“Percy Andrews,” the coroner told him.

			Stride was distracted and didn’t reply. He watched two twenty-something police officers struggle to push an aluminum gurney through four inches of snow in the church parking lot. The ambulance had its rear door open to accept the body, which was zipped inside a vinyl bag.

			“I’m sorry?” Stride said.

			“The cop. His name was Percy Andrews. Wasn’t sure if anybody told you that.”

			Stride nodded at the man. “You’re right, nobody did. Thanks.”

			The coroner wore a clean white jumpsuit. The ID badge clipped to his chest pocket said Neal Gandy. His messy brown hair was squeezed under a Shawano County baseball cap. He was even taller than Stride and as lanky as a newly planted tree. He walked between the ambulance and the coroner’s van with a pronounced limp. He was young, no more than early thirties, with a long, bumpy nose and eyebrows that sprouted wild hairs. 

			Gandy fiddled with the components of a gunshot residue collection kit. The young man wore blue gloves over big hands, and he used a marker to jot details on an evidence label.

			“Sorry about this, Lieutenant,” Gandy said. “Sheriff Weik insisted we do the GSR test to cover our asses.”

			“Don’t worry about it. It’s good procedure. Nobody knows me here.”

			The coroner ripped off the top of a sealed package and struggled with the round adhesive collection disks inside. Stride smiled and held out his hands. “You don’t do this a lot, do you?” he asked.

			Gandy awkwardly propped Stride’s arm in the air and pressed the disk to the skin of his left hand. “My first time, in fact. I do the lab work, so Weik wants me to do the collection.”

			“Want some help?”

			The man gave him a lopsided grin. “That’s funny.”

			With some difficulty, Gandy completed the GSR collection on Stride’s hands and on his cheek. He placed the disks in labeled vials and dropped them in an evidence bag, which he sealed.

			“Will you be doing the autopsy?” Stride asked.

			Gandy shook his head. “I’m not a doc. I’m just an EMT tech. Out here in the rural counties, most of the coroners don’t have MD’s. There’s not much call for it.”

			“It sounds refreshing to live in a place where the medical examiner is part-time,” Stride said.

			Gandy chuckled. “Yeah, around Shawano, I get more calls for taxidermy than I do for dead bodies. I’ve never actually been on a criminal call, if you want the truth, but I’m pretty new to the job. Most of what I do is pronounce people dead after heart attacks. If we need real forensics, we call somebody over from Green Bay or Milwaukee. I’ll have to talk this one over with the sheriff. I imagine he’ll want an autopsy because a gun was used.”

			Stride felt chemical residue on his hands, and he leaned down and wiped them with some of the snow at his feet. His eyes drifted across the parking lot, where he saw Sheriff Karl Weik leaning against the brick wall of the church. The man’s uniform squeezed around his squat body like sausage casing, and the snow looked as if it didn’t dare land on his flat-brimmed hat. His mouth was hidden behind a thick mustache and beard. 

			Weik’s gaze wasn’t friendly. The sheriff had spent no more than thirty seconds talking to Stride when he arrived at the scene. There was no professional courtesy in his attitude, even when he learned that he was talking to the lieutenant in charge of the Detective Bureau in Duluth, Minnesota. If anything, his demeanor soured from that point, and he directed a uniformed officer to take the rest of Stride’s statement.

			The coroner noted the sheriff’s cold stare. “Weik doesn’t want me talking to you,” he concluded.

			“That’s fair. I’m a witness to an incident.”

			Gandy shrugged. “Not much he can do to me. He acts like I answer to him, but I don’t. Anyway, Weik’s a bully. He figures the badge is like the Pope’s ring when you’re in a small town.”

			“Well, cut him some slack,” Stride said. “He lost one of his own tonight. I’ve been there myself. It’s never easy.”

			“Oh, don’t get me wrong, Weik gets the job done. People keep electing him, right? But you know how it is. Being the sheriff is about politics as much as law enforcement. You pick your battles, and you’re always thinking about how everything looks, you know?”

			“I do know.” Stride smiled. “That’s why I like being the lieutenant, not the chief. I don’t do politics.”

			Gandy peeled the gloves off his hands with a snap. He squatted and stripped plastic booties from his sneakers, then shoved everything in the pockets of his jumpsuit. When he stretched, he grimaced as his back cracked. He took another glance at Sheriff Weik and added, “This one is going to have everybody talking.”

			“A cop committing suicide? Sure.”

			“Yeah, but it’s more than that. Weik and Percy weren’t friends. The rumor around town was that Percy might challenge Weik in the next election. It’s been a while since the Sheriff had a real opponent.”

			“What was Percy’s problem with Weik?” Stride asked.

			Gandy made sure no one was within earshot. “Like I said, it’s all about small-town politics. You have to make compromises, keep important people happy, crap like that. Percy didn’t understand that side of things. He was a boy scout, thought the town should be run a certain way, even if it ruffled feathers. He said Weik should stand up to the County Board more, and he did it in the local paper, which made the Sheriff blow a gasket. Weik figures his cops should be loyal to him, end of story. You got a problem, you go to him first.” 

			“That’s not unreasonable,” Stride said.

			Gandy took off his cap, wiped sweat from his brow, and re-positioned it over his flat hair. “Well, Weik’s real policy is that his cops better shut up and do what he says. Percy wasn’t wired that way. Plus, I think Percy felt free to speak his mind the last few years. He figured Weik wouldn’t do anything to him. You don’t fire the local hero.”

			“Hero?” Stride asked.

			“Sure. Four years ago? The abduction at the old Novitiate building? That had to make the papers in Duluth.”

			Stride’s eyebrows rose. He remembered the case. “That was Percy?”

			“That was Percy.”

			Four years earlier, a young psychologist named Kelli Westmark had gone missing in Shawano, prompting a massive search. For a week, not a trace of evidence pointed to where she was or why she’d disappeared. Then a cop—Percy Andrews—overheard two local kids talking about ghosts haunting the ruins of an abandoned monastic estate on the shore of the Red River. Percy investigated and discovered that the missing woman had been held there by a local man who’d gone to her for court-ordered anger management counseling. The man engaged Percy in gunfire, and Percy shot and killed him, rescuing the woman.

			A year later, adding romance to the story, Percy married her.

			And now, three years later, he’d put a gun to his head.

			“People are strange,” Gandy said. “You never know, huh?”

			“No, you don’t.”

			Stride folded his strong arms across his chest and kicked through the snow. He was frustrated by what Percy had done, even though he made it a point not to judge other cops. He knew what it was like to descend into valleys in your life, and he counted himself fortunate that he had people who’d been there to help him. He was in a valley of his own now, bitter about recent mistakes he’d made. However, some valleys were deeper than others, and Percy Andrews had somehow found himself in a place from which there was no escape.

			He wondered exactly what had driven Percy there. It wasn’t supposed to be that way. Not for a cop. Not for a hero.

			“Lieutenant?” Neal Gandy was next to him. “You okay?”

			Stride’s dark eyes stared into the night. The parking lot behind him was a hive of light and activity, but across the highway, the cornfields took over, and the empty lands were black. The snow had tapered to flurries. On the county road, a car passed slowly as the driver rubbernecked the police cars and medical vehicles near the church. Where the car headlights lit up the dirt shoulder twenty yards away, Stride saw a teenage boy near the border of the cornfield, astride a red moped. He was about fifteen years old. He had long black hair and a narrow face that was mostly in shadow. His skin glistened with wet snow. The boy stared at Stride with dark, intense eyes, and Stride stared back. Cigarette smoke drifted across the road.

			“Lieutenant?” the coroner repeated.

			“Sorry, something like this always hits hard,” Stride said. “Did you know Percy?”

			Gandy shoved his hands in his pockets. “Yeah, I did, but I guess you never really know people. I mean, from the outside, he looked like he had everything. Pretty wife. Famous around here for what he did. Good guy. Everybody loved him.”

			“Things can go south on you fast,” Stride said.

			“Tell me about it. Me, I was a tennis phenom up until seventh grade. Next Sampras or Becker. Except my dad left his old revolver on a shelf in his closet, and I found it and managed to shoot off two of my toes. Ouch. Things change, but you never see it coming. I don’t suppose Percy had any idea when he got out of his squad car at the Novitiate that his life would never be the same.”

			“No. It just happens.”

			“Yeah, I think about that whenever we deal with a traffic fatality. Somebody woke up that morning and had no idea it was the last day of their life.”

			Another car passed on the rural highway. Not far behind, a pick-up truck slowed near the church. For Shawano, this was a traffic jam. It wasn’t an accident; word had begun to spread. Gossip spread like a virus in a small town. The high beams of the pick-up illuminated the boy on the moped again. Something about the teenager’s solemn face made Stride want to cross the street and talk to him, but as if the boy knew what Stride was thinking, he shot away, his engine whining and his tires slipping in the snow. Stride watched him go.

			“Everyone’s curious,” he said.

			“Sure. We’ll get the tabloids in here, too. They all covered the story when Percy and Kelli got married.”

			“Do you know her?” Stride asked the coroner.

			“Kelli? I’d know her if I passed her on the street. Everybody does. Other than that, no.”

			“Does Percy have other family in town?”

			“Not that I know of. He’s not native. Me, I was born here, but Percy moved to Shawano in his twenties. He was a popular cop. People liked him. A lot of newcomers feel like they’re never accepted, but folks around here took to Percy, even before the hero business. It was probably because he and Tom became best friends. If Tom said he was okay, then locals figured they could trust him.”

			“Tom?” Stride asked.

			“Tom Bruin. He was the coroner before me. Tom was a real doc. If you were born in Shawano in the last 20 years, Tom probably gave your ass the first slap. The whole town took it hard when we lost him last fall.” Gandy shook his head and spat on the ground.

			“What happened?” Stride asked.

			Gandy made the letter C with his right hand.

			“Sorry,” Stride said.

			“Yeah, it’s a bitch. Tom was a good guy.” The coroner winced and took pressure off his bad leg. “I told him once that it sucked to have my foot ache all these years later.”

			“What did he say?”

			“He said, ‘Then why the hell did you shoot off your toes, you moron?’” Gandy chuckled. “That was Tom. I miss him. Sucks, too, because he and Anna had been trying to have a kid forever, and he was diagnosed just after she finally got pregnant. Baby wasn’t even six months old when he died. It’s been rough on her, being alone. My daughter babysits for her a lot. Percy was over there all the time, too. This is going to be as hard on Anna as it is on Kelli.”

			Stride nodded. Death was messy, no matter how or when it happened. It knocked around people’s lives like bowling pins. Cancer especially. His instinct in this case was to do what he always did. Investigate. Ask questions. He wanted to know more about Percy Andrews, the man whose life had intersected with his own at that one pivotal moment. Then he remembered that he was far from home, in someone else’s town.

			He shook the snow from his hair again and zipped up his leather jacket. He extended a hand to Neal Gandy. “Well, good luck,” he said. He added with a smile: “If that GSR test comes back positive, you know how to find me.”

			“Are you headed back to Duluth tonight?”

			“It’s a little late for that,” Stride said.

			“If you need a place to stay, I’ve got a hobby farm over on County CC. It’s just my daughter and me. We can fit you in.”

			“That’s kind of you, Neal, but I’ll be fine. There’s somebody in town I need to look up, anyway.”

			Gandy nodded. “If you don’t mind my saying so, Lieutenant, you seem pretty interested in Percy’s death. I get it, it’s not every day somebody kills himself in front of you. Fair warning, though, Sheriff Weik wouldn’t be too happy about you poking around. This is his turf. He’s pretty possessive about it.”

			“I appreciate it,” Stride told him. “No, I’m not here to interfere. I’m heading home in the morning. This mystery has nothing to do with me.”
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			Stride had already decided that if the house was dark, he wouldn’t stop. Instead, he’d backtrack to the Comfort Inn near the highway and head out for Duluth at first light. When he followed the river past Kuckuck Park, however, he saw the downstairs lights of the tiny house ablaze. He had the feeling that he was expected. 

			He parked in the weedy gravel driveway near the detached garage. He’d only been here once before, on that same trip with Cindy twenty years earlier. Oak trees that had grown on the street for decades towered over the neighborhood with barren winter arms. The World War II-era single-story houses were holdovers from a time when people were content to live in small rooms. Little bedrooms. Little kitchens. Simpler lives.

			Stride didn’t have to ring the bell. Richard Heling opened the door and waited on the front stoop as his nephew tramped through the snow.

			“I wondered if you’d stop by,” the man told him. “I gave it about fifty-fifty odds.”

			“Hello, Uncle Richard,” Stride said.

			“We’re both pretty old now, Jon. I think you can drop the ‘uncle’ part. Call me Richard. Or Dick, if you’d like. That’s what most of my students called me, and they didn’t even know my first name.”

			Stride smiled. Do you hug a man you’ve only met a few times in your life, even if he’s your mother’s brother? Stride extended a hand, and so did his uncle. They shook. Then, after an awkward pause, they embraced, too. He could see an echo of his mother in the man’s face. Richard would have to be 75 now. He’d outlived his older sibling by two decades.

			“News travels fast,” Stride said.

			“Well, you talked to Sheriff Weik, right? He called me. Wanted to know if I really had a nephew who was a Duluth cop.”

			“I appreciate your vouching for me.”

			“Actually, I told him you were a fraud and to clap on the leg irons,” Richard replied, winking. “That’ll teach you to get you out here for the occasional Thanksgiving.”

			His uncle waved him inside. The house hadn’t changed. The heavy furniture looked the same. Some of the wallpaper corners were peeling near the ceiling. A wood fire gave heat to the living room, and the house smelled of tuna casserole that had baked in the oven. A dirty dinner plate sat on a coffee table, and the old square television was muted. It looked lonely, but maybe that was because it reminded Stride of his own matchbox house on a spit of Duluth land that jutted into Lake Superior.

			Two beers had been opened.

			“You really were expecting me,” Stride said.

			Richard shrugged. “Okay, maybe I thought it was 60-40 in your favor.”

			The two men sat down. Richard took the sofa, and Stride sat in an armchair near the fireplace. They were both big men. His uncle looked like an unreformed 1960s radical, with a crown of gray hair around his balding skull and a professorial beard. Richard wore a red flannel shirt, cargo shorts despite the cold, and leather sandals. Physically, he reminded Stride of his mother, but the two siblings had never shared much in common and had never really been close. His mother had always been a devout Lutheran and an introvert, even before life gutted her with the death of Stride’s father. Richard, by contrast, had spent his career as an atheist science teacher who used his summers to travel all over the world. There was no such thing as a stranger to his uncle. He wanted to know everyone.

			Stride, like his mother, had little interest in travel. He loved Duluth, every bitter, beautiful day that he lived there. He was an introvert, too, even more so since he’d lost Cindy.

			The room was warm, and Stride slipped out of his old jacket. His boots were wet, but judging by the carpet, Richard wasn’t fussy about such things. He caught a glimpse of an antique mirror, and the tiredness showed in his face.

			“You heard?” Stride asked.

			“I did. Was it really Percy? What happened?”

			“He shot himself, that’s what happened.”

			Richard shook his head. “Hard to believe.”

			“You knew him?”

			His uncle nodded toward a small living room window facing the street. “That’s his house across the way.”

			Stride glanced across the street, where he saw the flashing lights of a patrol car that had pulled to the curb. They were with Percy’s wife, breaking the news, consoling her. He’d been in their shoes more times than he could count; it was the worst responsibility of the job. “I’m sorry,” he said.

			“Percy was a good man. Good men don’t do that.”

			Stride shrugged. “Life looks different from the inside.”

			“Well, we all have our days, but we don’t do anything about it.” He eyed Stride. “Right?”

			“Right.”

			Richard drank beer from the bottle. He looked angry, but for him, anger was a way of covering up his sadness.

			Stride picked up the bottle from the table next to him and did the same. It was a Sierra Nevada Hoptimum IPA, heavy on the alcohol. They drank, and sat in silence, and then his uncle said, “So.”

			“So,” Stride replied.

			“You out there visiting Bea?” he asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Good for you. I was surprised she wanted to be buried next to our folks, but she was closer to them than I was. Which is funny, given that I stayed in town, and she was the one who moved away. I don’t really understand the whole cemetery thing. I’d rather go like a country song. Get Neal Gandy to stuff me like a buck’s head and stick me next to the jukebox at Tom’s Tap.”

			“I’ll keep that in mind,” Stride said, smiling.

			Richard eased back into the threadbare sofa and scratched his beard. “You look like crap, Jon.”

			“Thanks.”

			“I heard you took that fall last summer. You doing better?”

			“My leg still bothers me sometimes. It’s been a long road. The whole thing was harder on me than I realized.”

			“You almost die, that’s going to happen.” Richard’s eyes, which were pirate eyes like his own, peered at him the way a fortune-teller would at a county fair. Relatives could read your mind, even distant ones. “So what’s going on? Last time I saw you in Duluth, you were living with Serena. Beautiful girl. You two looked pretty happy. I was glad you’d found someone again after Cindy.”

			“Serena moved out last fall.”

			“You screw something up?” Richard asked.

			“I did,” he acknowledged.

			“Beyond repair?”

			“I’m not sure. We haven’t talked.”

			He didn’t go into details. The pain of the breakup was still fresh. After a fall from a highway bridge that almost killed him, he’d spent several months getting better physically while he deteriorated emotionally. The doctors called it a kind of PTSD. He pushed Serena away, and Serena, who had emotional issues of her own, didn’t push back. At the lowest point of his life, he’d found himself in the arms of his partner in the Detective Bureau, Maggie Bei. The affair cost him his life with Serena. His relationship with Maggie had proved short-lived, which wasn’t a surprise to either of them.

			For now, Stride was on his own.

			“It’s a shame relationships have to involve human beings,” Richard said.

			“Meaning what?”

			“Meaning if my name was Jonathan Stride, I’d be trying to get that girl back. You may be far from perfect, but anyone who knows you understands the man you are.”

			Stride didn’t reply. He appreciated the pep talk, but he didn’t believe he deserved forgiveness. He got up from the chair, took his beer, and wandered to the window. Across the street, he could see silhouettes at the Andrews house. The police were breaking the news.

			“Did you know Percy well?” he asked.

			“No, not too well. He was a closed-off guy. Quiet. Religious. He and Kelli moved in after they got married, and I had them over for barbecues a couple times. That’s it. I know her better. Tough kid. She had to be tough to go through what she did and come out the other side. The guy who abducted her was one of her patients. You’d think she’d give up the biz after something like that, but she didn’t. I like her. I’d almost say she’s a little like you, Jon. She doesn’t give up, and there’s a lot bubbling under the surface.”



OEBPS/images/title.jpg
TURN 1

BRIAN FREEMAN





OEBPS/images/9781848669109.jpg
FREEMAN

‘BESTSELLING A ‘THBR OF‘SP!LQ.E BLUUD

o

¥
~ A JONATHAN STRIDE NOVELLA
.





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Quercus





