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She had told her mother most of it. How the dark green truck had roared out of the night, how the wheels had screeched, how her father had been hit, had flown up, and then had landed on the street. She had even told her how Dad had lain there stretched out flat on the black tar and so quiet that it hurt. How the thought that Dad might be dead had come into her mind then and bloomed, and she hadn’t been able to stop it from growing. She had told her mother all that but not everything.

A year later, the secret she kept still weighed her down. It rubbed at her and bugged her. It never went away. She thought of the secret every day. She worried. Sometimes her mother would reach down and rub her forehead and say, “Meggy, you are getting worry lines already. You’re too young. Go out and play.” And Meg wasn’t able to tell her mom that she was afraid. All the time. Because she knew her mother was worried too.

But since they had been living in the country, Meg had started to relax. Maybe she had gotten away. Maybe it was all over. Maybe the man didn’t care anymore. Meg had started to think that he wouldn’t come looking for her.

That’s why it was so hard to feel the fear creep up into her heart again. She had felt someone watching her when she left school today. She had purposely dropped a book and bent over to pick it up so she would have a chance to look around. She hadn’t seen anything suspicious. A truck was parked way down the street, but that wasn’t unusual. Yet her blood was zinging through her veins like it was made of metal. She sat by the window on the bus ride home and watched. But she didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

When the man in the truck hit her father, her mom thought that Meg had stayed in the house and hid behind the curtains. What Meg never told her was that she had run out the front door. After a moment, Meg had turned around and gone back into the house and hidden in the curtains. When her mom came into the room, that’s where she found Meg. Because of this, Meg was in danger. Even though her mom was a cop, she couldn’t save everybody from everything. After all, her dad had been killed.

For Meg had seen the man. She knew what he looked like. And he had seen her. Meg had watched his eyes light on her and grow larger for a second. He looked through the truck window at her, and then she ran. He knew what she looked like. She knew he was going to come and get her someday.
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As Claire stepped out of her house into the fading sunlight of an early-April day, she looked back over the roof. The bluff rose up into the pale blue sky like the walls of a fortress. One of the reasons she had bought this old farmhouse was that it had that protection. The bluff was formed when limestone that had been carved away in the ancient bed of the Mississippi River. Its sides were covered with prickly red cedar, slashes of birch, black walnuts, and oak.

Meg, her ten-year-old daughter, tugged at her jacket. “Mom, I’m going to run over to Ramah’s. She’s standing at her door. I’ll be right back.”

“Yes, go ahead.”

“But watch me, Mom. Watch me until I get there.”

“Of course I’ll watch you.” She ruffled Meg’s hair and sent her on her way. Her darling daughter. Probably the most important reason they had moved down to Fort St. Antoine. Meg had been afraid in their old house in St Paul.

The two of them had lived in Fort St. Antoine for nearly nine months. The town was about an hour and a half southeast of the Twin Cities, nestled between the shore of Lake Pepin and the surrounding limestone bluffe. It was situated halfway down a natural lake that had formed in the Mississippi River. The town was named after a French fort that had been built in the eighteenth century, although little of the fort remained. The town had peaked around 1910 with a population of 730, having both a railroad station and a ferry. Neither existed now. Where the town had once been a vital transportation center for the farmers in the surrounding area, it was now just a pleasant day-trip destination for tourists from the Twin Cities. The current population was around 180.

She pulled her eyes down from the bluffs and watched Meg wave from Ramah’s doorway. Ramah was an older woman who watched Meg for an hour or two when she got home from school.

Claire saw that her other neighbor, Landers Anderson, was sitting out in his garden, so she walked over to chat. “What’s up?” she yelled at him as she got closer.

“Pondering,” he told her. He sat smiling up at her, his wisps of white hair sticking out from under a green-plaid tam and an old Green Bay Packers sweatshirt snugged over his belly.

“Good thing to do on a night like this.”

“Yes, finally winter is letting loose of us. A fine day. It makes me wonder how many more springs I’ll see.”

“Oh, I’m afraid you’ll be around for a while.”

“Keeping an eye on you.” Landers patted the chair next to him.

“I can only sit for a moment. Meg and I have a big night planned. We rented a video, and we’re making popcorn. Since I don’t work tomorrow, we thought we’d have a little party. Would you like to join us?”

“No, thanks.” He lifted up the tam on his head and plopped it back down, making his white hair fly out at the sides. “I’ve got a good book going.”

“What are you reading?”

Landers laughed silently, his head bobbing up and down as if on a gentle spring, and then told her. “The Yearling. Seeing all the deer this year, I remembered that book that I read as a boy. Took it out from the library. It’s still good.” He paused, then asked, “How’s Meg doing at school?”

“She has her ups and downs. Last few days, she has seemed upset about something, but when I ask her, she says it’s nothing.”

“Meg thinks a lot. It always makes everyday life a little harder when you do it with full consciousness.”

Looking at Landers, Claire was surprised by how much she loved this old man. He had been such a help to her when they had first moved down. Cups of tea when she was tired from stripping wallpaper, water when their well pipes burst, a telephone before the phone company put theirs in, and a shoulder to cry on when she felt alone and disheartened and didn’t want Meg to know. He was one of those rare people who had taken growing old as a chance to reflect on both his life and others and, in doing so, had grown wise. A simple sentence from him often put the wrangled mess of her life in perspective.

He cleared his throat and folded his hands. She knew this meant he was ready to make a pronouncement. “Someone called me up and wanted to buy my house.”

“Oh, what did you tell them?” Claire felt her heart stop. She couldn’t bear to think of Landers moving away. He was so much a part of this place that she was sure the sun wouldn’t shine as much if he were gone.

“Hey, I’m no dummy. I asked him how much he’d give me.”

“Did he tell you?”

“Sure. He said a hundred and fifty thousand. For the house and the land.”

Claire was surprised. Landers had quite a nice parcel of land, but the price seemed exorbitant. She had bought her house and one acre of land for forty thousand a year ago. She knew that property values down along the lake were rising much faster than the stock market, but the offer still surprised her. “Wow.”

“That’s what I thought too. Wow. But I didn’t say it. So then he offered a little more. I told him I’d sell over my dead body, and that might not be too far off. He told me the offer would only be good for a short period of time. I wonder if it has anything to do with that new development they are thinking of putting in down here. People get so greedy when there’s a little money to be had.”

“Are you considering selling?”

“Not really. I don’t need the money. But sometimes I do think I should move to one of those senior apartments. Then I wouldn’t have to go fussing around in the garden all the time.”

This comment made Claire feel better. Landers loved his garden. She didn’t think he could live without one. She saw Meg was running down the road and stood up to go.

“You ready to get your hands dirty tomorrow?” he asked her.

“You bet.” They had a date to work on his garden. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Don’t arrest anyone tonight,” he said, and chuckled at his own joke.

LANDERS ANDERSON PICKED up a handful of black soil and squeezed it. The earth formed a soft ball in his hand, like crumbly pie dough. He leaned back on his heels and smiled. Spring filled him with glee. There was no other way to think about it. Anticipation of all that was to come, all the green that would burst out of the ground, all the color that would swirl out of the green. Buds and flowers and leaves spurting out of this black goop he had created. He looked up into the fading blue sky and, in this his eighty-first year, was glad for spring to be here again.

He dropped the dirt ball back onto the garden bed and straightened up. Standing took an effort, joints rubbing together like tools left out in the rain. He wasn’t supposed to be out here in his garden. Or rather, he wasn’t supposed to be working in his garden, according to the doctor at the Mayo Clinic. Triple bypass surgery ten years ago had not cured him, only pushed the problem off. Although the doctor was a somber man, he had waxed eloquent for a moment when he declared that Landers’ heart and arteries were shot, describing his heart as “one of the worst traffic jams I’ve ever seen.” Landers laughed at the description but hadn’t been pleased by the prescriptions: no heavy lifting, hardly any walking, lots of tiny pills always handy.

But the way he looked at it, this effort of living, either you enjoyed it or you might as well dig your own grave. He had given up tennis, then he had given up golf, but he’d be goddamned if he’d give up puttering in his own garden. It would hurt him every day to see it neglected and Landers was persuaded that this pain would do him more harm than a few moments of shoveling, a little extra effort bent over weeding.

Besides, he was asking for help. Claire would come over tomorrow morning and help him uncover all his beds and stir up his compost heap and put some manure on the gardens. He could trust her to do it well. Of course, he would watch her and direct her. She didn’t know much about gardening, but she was learning, and she had the love of it. She knew that you needed to touch the soil, get your hands dirty, run fingertips over flowertops, pinch the leaves, clip the branches, deadhead the old blooms. The gardening seemed to be good for her, calmed her down. She was so jumpy. Must be hard to be a cop. He looked up again at the sky and was thankful she had moved in next door.

The light was fading. He could see the blue leak out of the sky, the gray trees around him lose the little green they had in buds. He wiped his hands on his pants and was turning to go into the house when he saw what he had been looking for. Bending forward so quickly he almost toppled over, he caught himself on the fence and then leaned in closer. Yes. Oh, yes, it was the first spear of the new tulips he had planted last fall. Tulipa greigii. Small frilly plants with purple-striped leaves, long-lived, hardly like what one thinks a tulip to be. All winter he had been looking forward to watching their leaves shoot out of the ground and then the swell of bloom and finally the red blossom. They would probably last more years than he would. He reached over and touched the tip of the new shoot. Then he heard a sound, the gate creaking. He had been caught. Again, he stood and felt unsteady.

As he turned to face his visitor, he heard a whistle in the air and then saw something coming at him. He tried to make it what it wasn’t—the wing of a blackbird, a tree branch falling, something natural and explainable—and then the shovel hit him.

THEY WATCHED BLACK BEAUTY, and at the end Meg told her that it was her very favorite movie in the whole world.

“But last week I thought Charlotte’s Web was your most favorite movie.”

“Oh, Mom.”

Claire wrapped an arm around her. “Oh, Meg. It’s time for bed.”

“But it’s only eight-thirty. I don’t have to go to bed until nine.”

“I’m exhausted. So that means you have to go to bed. You can read for a while, though.”

Claire followed her up the stairs and tucked her into bed. She kissed her daughter on the forehead and said a silent prayer to carry her safely through the night. Meg turned the light on by the side of the bed and propped herself up on her pillow. Claire stood in the doorway and gazed at her for a moment. Meg was caught in a pool of light, her dark hair shining. Her eyelashes dipped over her eyes, reading. A beautiful child.

Claire turned into the darkness of the hallway, glad again that they had moved to this quiet community where the most violent act she would do in a day was to bend and pull a weed from the ground. She hoped it would stay that way.
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There are good things and bad things, Meg thought as she pushed open the back door and felt sunshine on her face. In her mind she kept a list and reviewed it often. This morning would count as a good thing. Mom had made pancakes for breakfast. She had time to make them, because she didn’t have to go in to work. She sang, “Honey in the morning, honey in the evening, honey at suppertime. Be my little honey and love me all the time.” She even let Meg pour her own maple syrup. Meg liked a lot of syrup on her pancakes. Her mom would tease her and say her pancakes were islands floating in a dark sea.

Meg walked down the driveway, keeping an eye out for agates. Agates were very good. Her dad had taught her how to find them. The bigger the better. They reminded her of jawbreakers split in half, red with thin lines running through them. A bad thing was a dead animal by the side of the road. She tried never to look at them. She didn’t want to know if it was a fox or a possum or a deer, but especially not a dog.

She kicked at an ordinary rock and turned onto the main road. Mom told her she had ten minutes before the bus came, so she wasn’t in a hurry. School could be either good or bad. Day to day it changed. Yesterday it had been pretty good. Her teacher had smiled at her, and no one had called her any weird name. For one whole week, Brad Peterson had called her “Meggly Peggly.” She had tried to do what Mom had said and just ignore him, but it hurt her inside. Then he had stopped.

The worst thing in the world was when Mom cried in the middle of the night. Like last night. Meg woke up and heard her and pulled the covers up to her ears. She’d pretend it was a bird calling in the night, like the owl under the bluff. She and Mom would stand out in the backyard in the dark and listen to the hooting that would rise up into a howl. Her mom told her the owl was trying to find another owl. She wondered if her mom was trying to find her dad in the night, only he had gone too far away.

She was going to cut through Landers’ garden. He had said she could. He liked to see her come home from school, and often he would wave from his kitchen window. She pushed open the gate and walked down the stone path. No agates here, only gravel. Landers was a good man. He knew so much about flowers and nature. She remembered the time he told her that hummingbirds could fly in reverse, and then she had seen one do it.

Someone was lying on the ground at the back of the house. Meg slowed her feet. She knew it was Landers, but she didn’t want it to be. He never lay down on the ground. But there he was, looking as if someone had pushed him so hard he was never going to get up again. She took two more steps but didn’t need to get any closer. She knew death when she saw it. The earth would grow over him. She wondered if God was watching. Looking up in the sky, she saw the sun pouring down from the clouds. It could be God. Then again, she was never sure God was really there. She didn’t have a good feeling about God. She set her books down on the ground, because she needed to run. She turned around and looked back at her house. Her mom was coming around the corner. Her mom would take care of it. Her mom would know what to do. Meg opened her mouth and screamed. No words, just a rush of wind like birds howling, like crying in the night, like calling to a god who never answered.

CLAIRE STOOD IN the bare garden, surrounded by a low white fence. She had sent Meg on to school. She hadn’t known what else to do with her. She had explained that Landers was old and ready to die. She had knelt down in front of her daughter, taken her pinched white face in her hands, and said, “This is not like your father. Old people die, and it’s okay. We’re sad they’re gone. We will miss him. But he was ready to go. He was getting tired.” She hoped Meg had believed some of what she said, though she herself believed little of it. But her real reason for sending Meg off to school was so she wouldn’t have to see her mother cry again.

The morning sun slanted through budding oak trees. Claire wore a large white shirt with rolled-up sleeves, jeans cut off at the knees, and red rubber boots. Her dark hair was pulled back from her face with a twisted bandanna. Crouching down on her haunches, she stared at the pale face of the old man.

She had loved him, and she was so angry at him she could spit. Why had he done this? It was easy to see what had happened. He couldn’t wait for her, even though she was on her way over right at eight like they had agreed. No, he had to come out with the shovel and start messing around. She could see where he had been digging, fussing around with the little green sprouts that were starting to appear.

The heart attack that had been flying loops around him all winter long had finally landed. Attack, that was a good word for it. Dropped him like a sack of potatoes. Small man with thin white hair curled into the earth. She hadn’t seen him until she was almost on top of him.

She wasn’t ready for him to die. He was going to teach her how to grow roses. Pass on to her his secrets—the way to prune dead branches, when to give them the right amounts of fertilizer, how to cut the roses and keep them fresh in the house, and finally how to prepare their beds for winter. He had promised. This summer was to be her time, the time he had left to give her. Hours of talk. Him sitting in the shade with a straw hat. Her in the sun sweating and slathered with sunscreen. His wisdom filling her bones. She wanted to grab his shoulders and shake him, screaming, “I’m not ready. You can’t go yet. Only give me a few more days, another week. I’ll make you tea. Come back. Why have you gone away?”

When Claire bent down to touch his face again, she noticed a bruise by his ear. Had he hit the shovel when he had fallen? But it didn’t look new, it looked at least a few hours old. How long had he been lying here? She touched it and saw that the cut was over the bruise and that the cut extended into his hairline, dried blood coating his hair, turning it brown.

She stood up to get some distance from this and felt her job taking over, the cop in her coming out. Like blood seeping from a deep wound, knowledge of what she was seeing leaked into her mind. Here was a body in an awkward position, lying on the ground, blood dried on his scalp. The blood was old. He was cold. It was obvious to her he had not died in the last hour or two. She knew that if she examined the body, she would find lividity mottling his back from blood settling. The cut was over the bruise. He hadn’t fallen on the shovel. It looked more like someone had hit him. The chop of the shovel coming down, cutting into his cheek, bruising the skin underneath. But she couldn’t believe that. Who would want to hurt Landers Anderson?

She needed to report this. With all her heart, she wanted to call her old partner, Bruce Jacobs, and have him look at the crime scene—but she didn’t live in Minnesota anymore. This death had taken place in Wisconsin, and she needed to call Sheriff Talbert and let him decide who to call next. She was no longer a detective, simply a deputy sheriff.

Landers’ door was never locked, so she walked up the steps to use the phone. She was careful to disturb nothing as she moved through the kitchen. Taking an extra precaution, she stopped and opened a bottom drawer. A good guess. She took out a plastic bag and slipped it over her hand. After she punched in the numbers, she waited for the call to go through and slumped into the old nubby couch she always sat in. When she had first moved to town, Landers had let her come and use his phone for a week before the phone company could get around to having her line connected.

Randy answered, “Pepin County Police.”

“Sheriff Talbert in?”

“He’s just down the hall.”

“Get him.”

Again, Claire waited. She could hear Randy moving away from the phone. No fancy switchboard for this office. Talbert was probably having a smoke outside.

“Yeah?” His voice snapped on the line like a towel cracking.

“Sheriff, this is Claire. We’ve got a death in Fort St. Antoine. Possible homicide.”

She heard him breathe, then snort. “April Fool’s?”

“No. I found Mr. Anderson, my neighbor, dead in his garden.”

“Lord forgive him, so early in the morning. I’m only on my first cup of coffee.”

“I need someone down here right away. Secure the place.”

“I’ll have Paul come right down, and I’ll get hold of Tom. Can you hold down the fort until we get there?”

“Of course.”

“We’ll be right there.” He hung up.

Quiet in the room. Claire caved in on the couch. Tears peppered her eyes. Wiping them away only caused more to come. She gave herself a minute. Cry and cry and get it over with. You have a job to do. If someone had killed Landers, she would find them. No more unsolved deaths in her life. But she hoped that, in the end, the earth had simply risen up to greet him.
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Bridget rode hard. She could hear the horse breathing in surges that connected with her own heart pounding in her chest. Was it the wind she was feeling, or were they moving so fast over the field that the air stirred all around them? Would she make it to the edge of woods in time to get to work? She leaned down close to her horse’s neck and clucked. Jester did his characteristic skip and then moved into a full-fledged gallop, legs eating up the ground.

Bridget felt her eyes watering from the speed. Run it all out, she thought. Chuck said she ran away from everything. Maybe she did. What was so bad about that? She aimed toward the woods. Sun fell on her shoulders, but she flew away from it. The rhythm of Jester’s shoulders rolling under her made sense. The old wintered-over grass lay down over the field like a bad haircut. The woods loomed in front of them, trees holding out branches to the sky, a path that wound back to the house. If she took it fast all the way, she wouldn’t be late for work.

Another minute, and she would be in the woods, but suddenly the world tilted, the sun fell down, the trees swarmed through the sky, and her shoulder plowed into the field, her face full of hay. Bridget rolled over onto her back and waited for something to hurt Her shoulder, no surprise. Then the pain poured down her arm and settled into her wrist. Damn, what had she done now? She raised her head and looked for Jester. He was nowhere to be seen in the field. That was good; at least he hadn’t broken a leg. But how the hell was she going to get hold of him?

Taking a deep breath, Bridget sat up. Her left arm hurt like hell. She should never have been riding that fast in this field. Gopher holes. She whistled for Jester, and he whinnied back. She looked toward the sound and found him tucked into the woods, standing right at the entrance to their path. He batted his tail impatiently, and she was glad he was there.

She wanted her arm not to be broken. Everything in her life was falling apart—her marriage, her job, her hopes—not her arm too. Not something so mundane and simple as a limb on her body. Something she’d actually have to face and deal with. She touched her wrist. She could feel her arm pretty easily through the cotton turtleneck she was wearing. “Where does it hurt the worst?” as her dad used to ask her. Actually it was a bit higher than her wrist, maybe a third the way up her arm. Now she needed to remember her anatomy class. The bone that was aching could be either the radius or the ulna.

As she pushed on it, it felt sore but nothing more. She would be careful until she could get it checked, but she needed to retrieve her horse. She stood up, pushing off with her right arm. Jester was still standing, but he was half turned away from her. Catch his attention.

“Hey, Jester, my man. Good boy.” She walked toward him. He didn’t move. Please, don’t let him start with his games. If he ran, she would not be able to catch him. Maybe if he thought she had something for him. She bent down and pulled out a clump of hay. “Come and get it.” She waved the wand of hay over her head. He faced her. She was about ten feet away from him. She stood still. Better to make him come to her. “Come on, my sweet boy. My court Jester.” At his name, his ears pricked up. She held the hay out at his head level and told him to come. He took a step toward her.

Bridget knew herself, knew she’d make a leap at Jester before he was close enough to catch, and she couldn’t afford to do that and scare him away. So she closed her eyes. She held out the hay and kept her eyes tight shut and waited to feel the horse nibbling on the ends of the grass she held out. She kept talking to him, low and gentle, saying his name often. She heard him whinny, and then she felt a tug. The true blue, sweet boy had come back for her.

FIFTEEN MINUTES LATE to work, Bridget ran into the Rexall Pharmacy in Wabasha. She hadn’t had time to change, so she was still wearing the navy turtleneck. But the fact of the matter was, she hadn’t wanted to try pulling it off over her hand. Her arm throbbed and was starting to feel tight in its skin. She knew she had hurt it.

Mr. Blounder was there. He worked mornings. She took over for him at noon several days a week. At fifty, Mr. Blounder walked as if he was eighty. His skin shone the color of skim milk. He belonged to the old school of pharmacy—you give the customer what they order, you don’t tell them anything about the pills because they won’t understand anyway, and you take their money. But he didn’t own the pharmacy, so he didn’t have to approve of her.

“Sorry I’m late.”

“Right.” He took off his white smock.

“I probably broke my arm.”

“Right.” He put on his blue suitcoat.

“I’m not sure I can work.”

“Right.” He walked to the door of their cubicle.

Bridget gave up. He either wasn’t listening to her or really didn’t care, and she didn’t want to know which was true. She picked up her white smock and noticed a red stain blopped near the neck. Must be from the ketchup on the french fries she ate yesterday. Why hadn’t she taken it home last night to wash?

“Oh.” Mr. Blounder turned back from the door. “Your sister called. She wants you to call her. Said it was an emergency.”

No, not Claire. Everything else in her life could be going bad, but not Claire. She needed to get out of here; she couldn’t stay and work her shift. So she did the only thing she could think of doing that would stop Mr. Blounder in his tracks. With her good hand, she lifted up the old apothecary bottle that was Mr. Blounder’s pride and joy. Written across the bottle in old script was the word Calendula. Its solid glass stopper was a perfect orb on top. She held it up precariously high. Mr. Blounder released the door handle and licked his lips nervously.

“I think we need to talk,” she told him.

BRUCE JACOBS’ CHAIR was driving him crazy. He was ready to go out and buy a new one and pay for it himself. He was no featherweight, but a chair shouldn’t break just ‘cause a guy weighed over two hundred pounds. Well, closer to two-fifty, but he was also six feet four inches tall. This was the third chair he had destroyed in a month. He wasn’t sure Acquisitions would send him another one. After a while the air just seemed to go out of the pneumatic lift, and they wouldn’t pop back up to the proper height anymore. So here he was sitting about a foot off the floor. The phone rang.

Reaching up to his desk, he picked up the phone and said politely, “Hello. This is Bruce Jacobs speaking.”

“I have to tell you something,” a young boy said.

Jacobs guessed the kid was fourteen. His voice was deep but clean-sounding. Nothing had roughed it up yet. “Try me.”

“Well, it’s really about two things.”

“Start with one.”

“Which one? One’s a killing, and one’s a drug deal.”

Jacobs stood up from his chair. “That is a hard choice.”

“I’ll tell you the killing first. Because that’s really what started all this. Don’t tell my mom I called, though, because she told me not to. I know about you, and I read about you in the paper, how you caught those guys that had taken that money away from the old woman. Well, that was my grandma. So that’s why I called. She said you were a very polite man. That goes far with my grandma.”

“So who got killed?”

The boy didn’t say anything. Jacobs realized he wanted to get a tape on this. “Is it okay if I turn on my tape recorder?”

“Yeah, I guess. Listen to my whole story before you say anything. Don’t laugh.” The boy started in, “Two weeks ago, my dog died. At first, Mom tried to persuade me it was nothing. The dog was old, she said. Hah! Jack was only ten. That really isn’t old in dog years. I mean seventy is hardly old anymore, when the life expectancy of a woman is now eighty-three. Do you think dogs’ life expectancies go up as humans’ go up? I do. Jack felt fine that morning. When I got home from school, he was dragging his tail. Then he just lay down and died. Of course, I couldn’t persuade Mom to do an autopsy, so we had to just bury him. Well, I went and looked in the backyard. See, Jack stays outside while I’m gone at school. We have a fenced-in backyard. There was this white paper plate next to the fence. I could see the stains of some meat on there. So I think that the neighbor fed it to him.”

“Why do you think your neighbor would do that?” Jacobs paced around the room as far as the telephone cord would let him. Hard to work on a phone with a cord these days. Didn’t allow for the movement his cordless phone at home did. He paced when he needed to think. As long as he was hitting them up for a new chair, he should try for a new phone too.

“There’s this new guy living next door. He rented the place about two months ago. People are kind of coming and going from his house. Jack barks at everybody. I think he doesn’t like the way they smell. The guy’s name is Red. Don’t know his last name. He’s kind of a skinny, sleazy-looking guy. Sometimes he’s gone for a while. Then, when he comes back, people start coming around again.”

Bruce leaned over his desk and wrote Red on a scrap piece of paper. He underlined the name three times. “Where do you live?”

“Buchanan, you know where that is. Just off of Hennepin in North Minneapolis.”

“Yeah, I know.” Marginal neighborhood. Lots of families, but could be pretty rough. “That’s over by where they dug up those bodies, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, that was pretty cool. Anyways, I figured they poisoned Jack because they didn’t want him making so much noise when all these people came over. So I put it together and figured they must be dealing drugs.”

“Any proof?”

The boy cleared his throat and then said in a quiet voice, “I heard them.”

“You heard them?”

“Yeah, I snuck over there and sat under his dining room window when some people came over. They said they got a big deal going down. Sounds like cocaine. Is that what they make crack out of?”

“Yeah. Right.”

“Someone’s bringing in a big shipment in a week or two, and they were lining up their dealers to come and get it.”

“Okay. I’ll check on this.” He realized he didn’t know this boy’s name. “Son, what’s your name?”

“I don’t know if I can tell you that.”

Jacobs could find out by talking to the boy’s grandmother. A fine woman, Patsy Lingon. She had made him a whole plate of lefse when he told her she would be getting her money back. At first he didn’t know what to do with the lefse, but she explained, put a little butter on them and some jam and have them for breakfast. The plate had lasted him a week, and he missed having the lefse. Maybe he should go back and visit her anyway.

“ ‘Spose I can tell you. It’s Brandon, but my friends just call me Brand.”

“Okay, Brandon. We need to make a deal here. I won’t say anything to your mother at this time if you promise me that you won’t go near that house again, not look at it, not walk near it, nothing. That clear?”

“Yup.”

“Do you keep promises?”

“Yes, sir, I do.”

“So you promise me you’ll stay away from that guy?”

“I promise.”

Jacobs got the address and told Brandon he would keep him posted. When he hung up the phone, he sank back down in his chair. Maybe he’d just keep it like this. Sitting a foot off the floor would keep a person humble. He stared at the piece of paper where he had written the name Red.

SUCH A LITTLE bird and so full of itself. Claire watched the wren land on the tip of Landers’ satellite dish and sing its liquid warble. Its song made the world a better place, which it sorely needed to be this morning. She was standing by the gate at the end of Landers’ walk, waiting for reinforcements, as they say.

She wasn’t sure what her role would be in all of this. So far on the squad, she had been just one of the guys, ticketing speeders, checking on intruders, supervising parades. But the sheriff knew she had worked on homicide cases. She wouldn’t let go of this one if she didn’t have to.

As she watched, a car drove up. She knew the car, and she knew the woman who was driving it. What was Darla doing here? Darla Anderson, Landers’ sister-in-law, got out of her car. A well-preserved seventy-something woman, she stood in the sunlight adjusting her clothes and holding an aluminum cake pan with a slide-on cover. Her frosted blond hair, probably dyed to hide the gray, shimmered in the sun, a brilliant fluorescent, totally artificial color. She was wearing a pink sweatshirt with rhinestones embedded in it and a matching pair of stretch pants.

In her nine months of living across the street from Landers, Claire had never seen Darla come over to visit, not even when Landers’ brother, her husband, Fred, showed up. But she knew Darla, had met her at various functions: the church ice-cream social, the Halloween party at the Fort, and at the election held in the village hall. Darla didn’t let an event go by without participating in it. As Claire recalled, she had dressed as Eva Gabor from Green Acres at the Halloween party and had even tried to talk like her. After she downed a couple Tequila Sunrises, the accent had improved.

Claire walked out from the yard to greet her. She didn’t particularly want Darla to see Landers, even if Darla wasn’t one of her favorite people. Claire felt like Landers wouldn’t have wanted Darla to see him either. He had never said a bad word about Darla, but he never said a good one.

“What can I do for you, Mrs. Anderson?” Claire stopped her by the hood of the car.

Darla smiled, and wrinkles creased her face, lining the makeup. The smile stayed on her face after it had died off her lips. “Why, I just brought a little something over to Landers. Is he in?”

“I’m sorry to have to inform you, Mrs. Anderson, but Landers has passed away.” Claire hated using the euphemism “passed away”—after all, didn’t one pass kidney stones? But, especially in the country, it wasn’t thought polite to say someone had died.

“What?” Darla blinked hard.

Claire wasn’t sure what Darla hadn’t understood, but maybe she was digesting the information. “He appears to have fallen in the garden and maybe had a heart attack.”

“Landers? He’s in the garden?” Darla moved to step around Claire, but Claire took hold of her arm and turned her away from the yard.

“I think it would be better if you not see him.”

‘Why?”

Good question, Claire thought. “He has been there overnight, I’m afraid.”

“I need to see him.”

Now it was Claire’s turn. “Why?”

Darla drew herself up and handed the cake tin to Claire. “We were related by marriage. I’m family. Doesn’t someone in the family have to see the body?”

“Only if the identification of the victim is in doubt.”

“Victim?”

“I meant that loosely.”

Darla pressed her eyes with her fingertips. The better not to smudge her mascara, Claire thought “My poor Landers.”

“I am sorry, Mrs. Anderson.”

“Claire, you know me, you can call me Darla.”

“I like to stay professional.”

“Oh, so you’re here as a police officer?” Darla looked at Claire’s gardening outfit.

“Well, not really. I mean, yes, as it turns out, I am. I was going to help Landers garden, but when I found him, I called the sheriff.”

“Well, I need to see him.”

“Why?”

“To see if he’s really dead. I was a nurse, you know.” Darla shook Claire’s hand off her arm and sailed past her. Claire went after her, still carrying the cake pan.

“Stay on the path,” Claire asked as she came up behind Darla.

“I never thought he’d die. I thought I’d die first.” Darla shook her head while staring down at Landers. She made no move to touch him. “He doesn’t look so bad. He only looks a little dead. I’m not surprised. He was a walking heart attack the last few years. Ever since his wife died. Now what are you going to do with him?”

“Mrs. Anderson—Darla—can I ask you to go back out to your car? We really can’t have anyone in here, just in case we need to check the grounds.”

“He would have liked to die in the garden. He spent so much time here.”

“Yes, that’s true.”

Darla reached over and took the cake tin from Claire’s hands, then she dropped it on Landers’ chest and turned and walked away. Claire reached down and picked up the cake tin and slid back the cover. A whole pan full of yellow squares with powdered sugar dotting them filled the tin.

“Lemon bars!” Darla shouted. “He liked lemon bars. Even if I made them.” She got in her car and drove away.
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Claire found herself standing in what she guessed was an old classroom in the basement of a church. The church had been desanctified, the sheriff had explained, and the upstairs converted into a clinic by a doctor. Sheriff Talbert said that the doctor was a soft touch, and he said it with a slight sneer. “I don’t mind he takes care of the kids and the old folks, but when a grown person who can get a job mooches off of him, it gets my goat.”

The room held the cool air that settles in basements. She guessed that they didn’t heat it much at all, especially when it was being used as the morgue in Durand. Claire didn’t quite know where to stand. The coroner, as he was called in this county, was ignoring her, setting out his instruments. Sheriff Talbert had curtly introduced them when he dropped Claire off. Dr. Lord hadn’t said much of anything to her, just led her down to the basement.

So she had time to study him. To Claire, he appeared to be aging well. His balding hair was cut short, no nonsense about trying to comb the salt-and-pepper hair over a thinning spot. Dr. Lord wore horn-rimmed bifocals that made him look studious. At the moment, he was studying Landers Anderson’s head. His hands were covered with the thin sheath of latex that had become so necessary in the medical business, yet they moved delicately over Landers’ mottled skin.

“Quite a lot of trauma here,” he said, but softly, as if he were accustomed to talking to an empty room. Or was he talking to the victim, the dead victim, whom he handled so gently? Without looking at Claire, he asked, “What did this?”

“A shovel, we think.”

“Yeah, that explains the large area that is involved. They must have smashed him with the back of the shovel. Maybe we’ll be able to tell.”

“Smashed him with it? I actually thought he might have fallen on it.”

“We’ll be able to tell when I examine the meninges.” Seeing her puzzled look, he explained, “The brain lining.” He bent down again and kept minutely searching down the old man’s body. The way he was handling Landers was so gentle and intimate, Claire turned away and studied the room.

The color of the walls hinted at sunlight, which helped lighten up the space. The four windows beamed down sky from above. What Claire really loved about the room, aside from the fact that it had an old oak desk and a beautiful Mission-style bookcase for all the books, was the music that was filling it. She had never heard anything quite like it—a woman’s voice soaring in a cathedral.

“I knew him.” Dr. Lord turned away from the body but continued to stand between it and Claire. He seemed protective of Landers, as if she were there to do him harm. “He went to my church.”

“How long have you known him?”

“Since I moved here, which was about ten years ago. We served on a couple of committees together. Drank many cups of coffee at the church. He was a good man.”

“Yes, I thought so too. I was his next-door neighbor.”

Dr. Lord walked toward a cabinet and took out a small saw. “What’re you doing here?”

Claire didn’t know what he meant by the question. “Here, in Durand?”

“No, here in this room. I’ve never worked with an audience before. Don’t you trust me?”

This might explain why he was acting odd around her, not talking to her, trying to avoid looking at her. Claire smiled and stepped forward. She needed to put him at ease and explain. “It has nothing to do with that. I need to get the information, and I need to make sense of what has happened to Mr. Anderson. When I worked for the police in Minneapolis, we often attended autopsies.”

“You city folk.” Dr. Lord chuckled. “I don’t think you could get Sheriff Talbert to attend an autopsy if you paid him. I didn’t know you had worked in Minneapolis. Were you homicide?”

“I worked some homicide cases, yes.”

“Is it a secret?”

“No, I just don’t talk about it much. I don’t think it’s generally known around the county. It’s hard enough being a woman cop without also being perceived as a know-it-all from the big city.”

“Yes, I suppose. I came over here from Rochester. Worked at the Mayo Clinic. I play that down. After too many years of being a specialist, I decided to go back to being a general practitioner. Got tired of seeing people die. I wanted to heal a few people, mend some bones, burn off some warts.”

“Me too. I got tired of seeing people die.” Claire looked at Landers. His skin had turned to wax.

“You know what the procedure is, then?” Dr. Lord asked.

“Yes, but if you could talk a bit while you do it, I would appreciate it.”

“Ask questions too.”

“I do have one question.”

“Shoot.”

“How close can you come to time of death?”

“It’s not like in the movies. If we’re lucky, within three to six hours. His temperature was eighty when he was brought in. It’s been relatively mild out. Body loses heat at about a degree an hour. He came in at about noon. Right there, I’d guess time of death between five and nine last night.”

Claire nodded. “The more I’ve thought about it, that’s what I figured too. You see, he was out in his garden. At first I thought he was digging around, but now I think he might have been just puttering, looking at what was coming up. I saw him and talked to him and then went into my house to watch a movie. We started watching it about seven. I think he died right at dusk, just as the sun set, right after we left.”

Dr. Lord took a scalpel and made a sweeping cut from Landers’ left shoulder down to the middle of his stomach. Then he did the same from the other shoulder. Where the two cuts met, he proceeded down to his pubic bone. The skin pulled back on its own. Claire leaned back against the desk, the world of the body opening up in front of her.

TWO HOURS LATER, the autopsy was over. Claire felt how Landers looked—cold and drained. Wearing a big wool cardigan, Dr. Lord simply looked tired. He covered up Landers Anderson gently, as if he were tucking him in for bed, and they left him in a chilly, dark room. The spring air outside smelled as sweet and clean as an orchard in full bloom. Claire took in deep gulps of it.

“The stink of death comes off of everyone, no matter how good they were during their life,” Dr. Lord commented. “You care for a cup of coffee?”

“Sounds great.”

He took her to a small café and they got a booth by the window. He ordered coffee and said the pie was good. Claire followed his lead and ordered coffee and lemon meringue pie.

Over the coffee and pie, Dr. Lord told Claire, “Someone hit him on the head with the shovel. It’s what we call a coup injury. Fairly readable.”

“I was picking that up from what you were saying, but explain it to me.” During the autopsy, Dr. Lord had mumbled away to himself, and Claire had leaned against the oak desk and listened. She had also listened to the music that floated through the room. It gave the whole proceedings a rather ritualistic effect. Dr. Lord moved so thoughtfully and meticulously through the body that it became a sort of dance, peeling away the layers of the body and then putting them back together. All that was left on Landers were two incisions—one on the back of the head and the Y-shaped cut across the body—when it was over. Dr. Lord had made some notes.

“You see, the brain’s like gelatin, soft but firm, and it’s held in a rigid mold, which allows it to keep its shape.” He stuck his fork into the pie in front of him and jiggled it. “Kind of like this piece of pie. When the brain is bruised, we can tell by the bruise whether it was caused by a fall or a hit on the head.”

“How?”

“If someone falls down backward and hits his head, there is a bruise on the back of the head and a fracture under it in the skull, but the bruise on the brain is on the opposite side. We call that contrecoup. However, if someone is hit, then he has a bruise on the scalp, a break underneath, and a bruise on the brain under that. All the injuries line up. This is what I saw when I examined his brain.”

“So someone killed him by hitting him with the shovel?”

“No, not really.”

“What do you mean?”

“First he was hit by the shovel, but this did not kill him. Then he died from a heart attack. The blow from the shovel was not the cause of death.”

Claire thought about this for a moment. She took a sip of coffee before she spoke. “If someone dies during an assault, even if the death is not a direct result of the assault, it can be considered first-degree murder. Landers was murdered.”

Dr. Lord shook his head in a weary, what-is-this-world-coming-to sort of way.

Claire asked the question she always asked anyone who knew the murder victim. “You have any idea who would want to kill him?”

Dr. Lord leaned his head back and squeezed his eyes tight shut. Then he slowly lowered his head and looked at her. “Not anymore. She’s been dead about five years.”
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Rich’s shoulders ached. He had been lugging feed for the pheasants for an hour. After checking a stump over for bird shit, he sat down on it and watched them go at their food. Little chicks. That’s what baby pheasants were called. He thought they looked gorgeous. Small puffs of feathers, huge heads. Funny critters, but not stupid. Not like turkeys. Now, there’s a stupid bird. His dad had raised them.

He got up and strolled toward the house. In town today everyone had been talking about the fact that Landers Anderson had died. Some were saying it was under peculiar circumstances, although Rich wondered why they thought that. Landers was an old man. An unhealthy old man. Dying from heart disease. Slowly, over the last ten years, the disease had circumscribed his life. You never saw Landers walk down to get his mail anymore. He drove his car the three blocks.

Rich stopped at the pump and washed his hands. His mom had taught him well—“Don’t go bringing that bird dirt into the house with you.” He walked into his house the back way and shed his shoes at the door. On the other side, a pair of slippers waited for his feet. He had made them himself from a kit he bought through a magazine. He liked to work with his hands. He had his mom’s old Singer sewing machine set up in his spare bedroom. He could patch a pair of jeans as well as any woman he knew, better than most.
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