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Peter, it comes back to you again and again

 

I would like to thank Pat Anderson, Lund fire chief, for his information on ice-rescue training, and Christie Rundquist for talking to me about emergency medical technicians (EMTs). Much appreciation to my careful readers: Elizabeth Gunn, Marianne and Jim Mitchell, and Mary Anne Collins-Svoboda. Thanks to Jane Chelius, my agent, and Michael Seidman, my editor, and the rest of the crew at Walker. Special thanks to John Martinez for the beautiful covers of my books. To Pete Haut-man I owe much love and gratitude for the right word at the right moment, and many good meals along the way.

 

For the ice and the river under it are never still for long. Again and again throughout this long winter, water will find its way into the open, welling up from a seam in the ice, and spreading over the existing surface of ice and snow to freeze again in a perilous sheet. The wind will bring its dry snow to polish the new ice and turn it into a great slick and glare.

—John Haines, The Stars, the Snow; the Fire

 

The phone rang in the early-morning hours as the first hint of light lifted over the eastern bluffline. Claire turned in her bed, opened one eye, and looked at the invading phone.

It rang again. She reached out a hand, grabbed the receiver, and at the same time pushed herself up in bed. She held the phone to her ear and listened. A faint sound, a hum. Claire knew there was a word you were supposed to say, a special word, and then she remembered it. “Hello.”

Nothing.

Claire shook her head. She was going to be mad if it was one of those computer calls where they didn’t start talking right away. But so early in the morning?

“Hello. Anyone there?” Claire asked.

This time she heard something. A squeak, breath being pulled deeply into lungs, let out in a shiver.

“Hello?”

Then she heard a sob, like a wave breaking along a shore.

“Can I help you?”

Weeping now. Gulping weeping, no chance for words to come out.

“I’ll hold on. Try to calm down and tell me what I can do.”

That brought it on harder—horrible wrenching sobs coming from the belly. Claire could tell it was a woman.

Claire held tightly to the receiver, wanting to yell into it, but restrained herself. She wanted to know who was calling, didn’t want to scare her off the line.

“I’m still here.”

The sobs subsided. More quick gulps of breath.

“Can you tell me who you are?”

A woman’s shaky voice started, “I can’t … What he did to me …” Quick intake of air. The phone clicked down on that end.

Claire felt her whole body tense with anger. She couldn’t stop the woman from hanging up on her. “Who is this?” she asked to empty air.

But the connection was cut. The waning night hung quiet around her. Claire found herself leaning forward in her bed, holding the dead phone in her hands as if she could bring it back to life.
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As Claire dressed for the cold November weather, she thought about the oncoming winter season. This time of year she always felt positive about it, energized by it. But she knew that she would reach a point in the middle of the deep cold when she would dream of bright sun and beating-down warmth. So far this November had been breaking records for low temperatures. They had already been subzero a couple nights. The white lace of frost covered her window and made it difficult to see out.

She and Meg had lived in Fort St. Antoine for over a year. This would be their second winter. She intended to enjoy it more than she had her first. Maybe she would buy them both snowshoes for Christmas. She still hoped to finish the quilt she was stitching for Meg’s bed. It was a simple block design, and all she had left to sew was the border.

Thanksgiving was coming, and they would be having it in their own house. Last year they had gone to spend it with her husband’s parents. Because of Steve’s recent death, it had been a very depressing affair. Claire had managed not to cry, but Steve’s mother had left the dinner table weeping before the pumpkin pie was served.

This year would be different. Rich was going to be with them. Just the three of them. She planned to cook a turkey with mashed potatoes, gravy, wild rice, and of course, pumpkin pie. They would have leftovers for a week, but they would have a real Thanksgiving.

Reaching into her closet, she pulled out her mother’s old Bemidji woolen plaid jacket with fringe on the sleeves. She tied her dark hair back and then pulled on a lovely hand-knit natural wool cap that she had bought at the local art fair.

Meg looked up from the television cartoons and gave her the once-over. “You look like a lumberjack, Mom.”

“Thanks, sweetie. That’s just the word of encouragement I needed to go out into the day.”

“A cute lumberjack.” Meg’s eyes brightened, and she asked, “Hey, Mom, can we have a fire tonight?”

“Probably,” Claire had answered as she stepped out the door. Promise nothing. Meg remembered everything and would hold her to all promises. It was better to be vague but hopeful.

Walking down the hill from her house to Main Street, Claire could see all the way across Lake Pepin to the Minnesota shore. Lake Pepin was a thirty-three-mile-long, two-mile-wide bulge in the Mississippi River, which flowed by Fort St. Antoine. There was a cloudy film floating on the water like a cataract forming in a blue eye. Along the shoreline a wide band of ice filigree shone in the sun.

The water that she could see had turned a deep steel blue. Finally, the lake was starting to freeze over. Meg would be so happy. She could hardly wait to try out her skates again this year and asked every day if there was any ice on the lake yet.

The weather was continuing to be very cold for late November, five degrees this morning when she had checked the thermometer on the porch. The radio had promised a high of only fifteen. No snow had fallen yet, but it was in the air.

The trees stood stark and naked. This hill had been so lush in summer. Claire liked the woods revealing themselves, though, the branches reaching bare toward the sky. The land had moved to neutral and had a spareness to it that she found elegant.

She loved walking down to the post office to pick up her mail first thing in the morning on Saturdays. She wished she could do it every day, but during the week, work got in the way.

The shrill screech of a hawk overhead reminded her of the call she had gotten a couple of mornings ago. The sobbing. From the little the woman had said, Claire wondered if it was a case of domestic abuse.

She had not been able to go back to sleep; instead she tried to track down where the call had come from. She had called the operator, but found out that she lived in one of the few parts of the country that didn’t have caller ID. Without that, there seemed to be no way for the phone company to track down a local call. All she knew was that it had been a local call.

The next day at work, she checked with everyone to see if there had been any emergency calls reporting household strife, anything involving a woman. Nothing. No battered women had showed up at any of the local hospitals or shelters. She had tried to let it go. The slight possibility that it had been a prank call occurred to her, but she doubted it. The woman’s weeping still haunted her.

Claire stopped into Stuart Lewis’s bakery, Le Pain Perdu. The smell of fresh-baked bread made her mouth water. Stuart was pulling loaves of crusty bread out of the oven in the back. He was wearing a white apron and a Packers cap sat backward on his head. It was common knowledge in town that Stuart was gay, although he didn’t particularly flaunt it. Rich and he were best friends, which had led to speculation in the past. Rich just laughed the suggestions off.

“Two French doughnuts, monsieur,” she ordered after he had set down his load.

“Oui, madame.” Stuart smiled and fished them out of the shelf with metal tongs. “Would you tell Rich that there’s a poker game tomorrow night at Hammy’s?”

“Sure. I’m seeing him tonight.” Somehow it bothered her that Stuart was using her to pass on messages to Rich. He could pick up the phone and call him. She didn’t see Rich every day of the week, and they weren’t living together. Often they only got together a couple times during the week. She didn’t like how much people had invested in them being a couple, but maybe she was making much out of nothing.

Stuart crossed his arms over his chest for a moment and asked, “Did you see the ice on the lake?”

“Yup, I suppose it’ll be the big news in town today.”

“Hey, it’s either that or watching the paint peel off the village hall.”

Claire strolled down the short street. It was too early for the other stores in town to be open. By ten o’clock cars would line the street, most sporting Minnesota license plates, ready to look at the antiques in the old restored buildings of this small river town. This early, it was mainly Fort St. Antoine citizens walking the streets, doing their morning chores.

Sven Slocum, a retired 3M executive who had moved down to Fort St. Antoine ten years ago, was out in front of his place sweeping leaves from the sidewalk. He kept his small house and yard immaculate. Yellow tulips cut from sheets of plywood lined the sidewalk; woodworking was just one of the many ways he kept busy in retirement. He had coffee with the other older men every morning at the Fort, and seemed to fit in to the small town.

“Howdy, Mrs. Cop,” he hollered.

“Hi, there, Sven. A lovely day, don’t you think?”

He stopped his sweeping for a moment and thought about it. “I’ll take it.”

Claire turned the corner and headed to the post office, which was tucked next to the bank. When she pushed open the door, a blond woman wearing a too-large green-and-gold Packers jacket was standing with her back to Claire, opening her PO box. After pulling out a few envelopes, the woman turned quickly, nearly running into Claire.

Claire reached out to steady her and was struck by the damage visible on the woman’s face: a nasty gash over one eye, a battered lip, and a large raw spot high on her cheekbone. Involuntarily, Claire gasped.

“Are you all right?” A slight hesitation—Claire saw an opening in the woman’s eyes—then she ducked her head and pushed past Claire and out the door.

Claire watched her leave, then turned to catch the eye of the postmaster. Sandy Polanski shook her head.

“Who was that?” If anyone would know anything about the woman, it would be Sandy.

Sandy Polanski had been postmistress for over fifteen years. She looked like a down-to-earth Liza Minelli, with straight black hair cut in a bob. Her husband, Steven, whom everyone called Poly, was a plumber who knew the inner workings of most of the houses in the area, so between them they knew everything that was going on in the township. Sandy was forty years old, had lived in the county all her life, and had one of the most generous spirits Claire had ever met.

Sandy saw most everyone in town five days a week. She knew who was recovering from what operation, who was waiting for a check in the mail, whose grandchildren had been down to visit. She wasn’t nosy, but she was there, consistent, every day, smiling behind the counter, pleasant, so people told her things.

“You don’t know Stephanie Klaus? She’s lived in town the last five or six months. Kind of keeps to herself. She’s from Eau Claire, I think. Got a brother down in Winona. She lives in that blue house near the edge of town, toward Pepin.”

“The one right on the highway?”

“Yeah, with the tire full of red petunias in the summer.”

“I know which one you mean.” Claire also remembered Stephanie from the art fair that was held in the park in the summer. Stephanie had shared a booth with a couple of other woman—all of their work had been weaving of some kind. Claire had looked at some of the rag rugs that Stephanie made, thinking to get one or two of them for her house. Maybe it was time to go ask Stephanie about them. “She looked awful. Do you know what happened to her?”

Sandy shook her head again. “No. She came in looking like that one time before. As I recall, it was right after she moved here. Looks like someone’s beating her up.”

“Looks that way.”

“Can you do anything about it?”

“Not if she won’t report him. I could try talking to her.”

Sandy added, “He beat her up just bad enough so she looks like hell, but not bad enough so she’d report it.”

“Those bruises look a few days old. Do you know when it happened, Sandy?”

“No.” Sandy said, then thought for a moment. “Wait a minute. I did see her on Tuesday, and she was fine. But then I haven’t seen her in here the rest of the week. She didn’t come to get her mail either. It just piled up in her box.”

Claire wondered if Stephanie had been the woman who had called her—the timing was right. She thought to ask something else that had been bothering her. “Do you think she knows who I am?”

Sandy laughed. “Claire, are you kidding? Everyone knows who you are. You’re the only cop in town. And a woman to boot. You’re big news around here.”

Claire left the post office and looked down Highway 35. She could see the green jacket a few blocks down the road, moving slowly away. Stephanie Klaus. She was moving like she still hurt, like every step took a little out of her.

Claire thought again of the new ice forming over the lake. Like skin, a thin covering over a large body. And like skin, so easily broken.

He had found her again.

Take another step down the sidewalk, Stephanie told herself. Get yourself home before you fall apart.

She felt her mind scramble with fear. It was hard for her to think straight when she had so much to avoid thinking about. It was hard to keep walking when her body ached to the core.

Jack would come again. He had promised her he would find her, and hurt her bad, if she told anyone. Next time it would be worse. A lot worse. He had been very clear about that. He had made her repeat it back to him. Then he had kissed her and held her breasts in his hands like they were two stones that he might smack together. She had said she would do anything that he wanted. She had meant it.

Her house was only four blocks from the post office, but it was a long walk. Her bones felt as if they had been cracked. She hadn’t been out of the house since the beating. Maybe she should have waited another couple days. Took the doggone bruises so long to heal.

She thought of killing herself. Getting it over with. Doing it before he did it. Doing it right out in public. She would go down to Shirley’s Bar outside of Nelson and take a pile of barbiturates with a few drinks, fall asleep in the dark corner of the bar. Wouldn’t Shirley get a scare when she found her there, thinking she was just drunk and finding out she was a dead drunk?

Stephanie felt a laugh burble up inside herself, but resisted. Laughing led to crying. She didn’t know why. Maybe it was just any emotion ripped her open and made her want to cry.

She had called in sick for the whole end of the week, but she would go back to work on Monday. She worked at W.A.G., the pet food factory near Red Wing. The bruises would be in their final stage, but she could put on plenty of makeup. No one much looked at her. They were so desperate for help that they would never fire her.

It had started out fine.

At first, she had even been glad to see Jack.

He seemed like he had changed. He told her she looked great. He said he missed her. He even went so far as to say he couldn’t live without her. He brought flowers. He said he would never let her go.

Maybe it was her fault. She had tried to ask him some questions, to pin him down. He got mad and wouldn’t answer.

Then she made the big mistake of telling him about Buck.

That was it. He blew up. She didn’t see it coming. His eyes changed. They turned evil, as if some deep darkness lying in wait inside of him was released by her words. He had asked her to tell him all about this new boyfriend.

When she saw what a mistake she had made and stopped talking, he had said what he always said: “I don’t want to have to beat it out of you.” And it had sounded the way it always sounded—the opposite of what he really meant.

Once they reached this point, she never knew what to do to stop him.

This time, she tried to touch him. She said, “Please, Jack. It can be so good with us.”

He grabbed her wrist before she could touch him. He started bending her arm back. He said, “Until you ruin it.”

He kept bending her arm.

She was afraid he would break it. She never knew whether she should scream at him or try to endure it. Whimpering sounds came out of her mouth. He let go of her suddenly, and she fell to the floor.

He laughed his cough laugh and then kicked her in the stomach.

She lay still, hoping that was it.

Then he told her to stand up. When she didn’t move right away, he grabbed her arm and pulled her up. After slamming her against the wall, he moved in on her.

His face was contorted with rage. He became someone she didn’t know. He looked like a demon, like a devil of anger. He put his hands around her neck and began to choke her. She tried to get a wisp of air, and when it didn’t come, she went into a total panic, slapping out at him, trying to get away.

The choking was the worst. He had only done that once before. She had thought he was going to kill her. It taught her that he could.

Just when she thought she would pass out, he let her go. Let her fall to the floor. She didn’t move. Let him think she was dead. Maybe he would leave her alone then.

He walked away and looked out the window at the lake. Then he came back toward her and kicked her in the face. She screamed.

“You know what I can do,” he said, standing over her.

When he was leaving, he said he would be back. She wondered when. Now that he had come to her house, he would do it again. He had told her there was a bond between them that was stronger than any other kind of love on Earth. There was no pattern to his anger. It made it harder not knowing what made it happen.

Once she had loved him so much that she didn’t mind when he beat her. Every time he had promised her it would never happen again. Every time he had been so good to her afterward, it more than made up for it. But after he had choked her the first time, she had left him.

That was over a year ago.

She reached her house and climbed the stairs, then pushed open the front door to her house.

It smelled funky. Her house had turned into a pigsty this week. She hadn’t done anything but moved from the bed to the couch. What was the use, when her world was going to be destroyed?

Stephanie sat down at her kitchen table and felt huge gulps of sobs pushing up inside her, trying to break out. She swallowed hard. Do something, she thought, anything rather than start crying again.

She stood and carried her coffee cup to the sink. The dishes were piled up until there wasn’t any room to put another plate down. Time to do the dishes.

She cleared out the sink and piled the dishes on the counter. She ran the water until it was hot, so hot it scorched her hands. Then she poured some yellow liquid soap into it. The bubbles came. She sank her dirty dishes into the water. She washed the dishes and stood them up in the drying rack.

Stephanie had always liked washing dishes. Submerging her hands in the warm water felt good after her cold walk to town. After a hard day’s work at the factory, it was about the only way she could get her fingernails clean. When she was finished with the dishes, she wiped down all the counters with her sponge. The kitchen was clean. It was a good start.

A bath. She needed a long, hot bath. She would wash her hair. She would put clean sheets on the bed.

Stephanie looked down at her hands. Short, stubby fingers. Plump and soft. They looked just like her mother’s hands. She should never have told her mother where she was. Her mother had a soft spot for him. She always told him everything, even when she promised not to.
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I CAN smell pumpkin pie,” Rich said as soon as he walked in the door. He let himself in without even knocking.

Claire was surprised by how good it was to see him. He had only been gone since Wednesday, driving a load of pheasants up to Alexandria in Minnesota, but it felt like longer. It was the end of his busy season; he had frozen pheasants that he would deliver to town through the holidays, but that was the end of it.

He looked tired but happy, his dark hair falling in his eyes. He was wearing a red plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled up, jeans, and Red Wing boots. Pretty standard outfit for down along the river, but she knew and loved the body that was under it all, lean and muscled, weathered in a good way.

Claire remembered, amused, that when she was twenty she had worried about whether she would like men her age when she was forty. At the time, she hadn’t found older men attractive. But of course, as she matured, so had her taste in men.

Now when she looked at Rich, who was moving in on fifty, she loved what she saw: the touch of gray in the hair at his temples, the wrinkles that accentuated his moods, laugh lines around the mouth, eyes that crinkled with delight when he was happy, and even the thought lines that appeared in his forehead when he was puzzled. She loved them all. She found young men in their late teens and early twenties surprisingly blank, unformed-looking.

She walked out to greet him. “Good to see you,” she said and stood in front of him. He pulled her in closer, and they kissed deeply for a moment. Then she heard footsteps coming down the stairs, and her daughter flung herself into the room.

“Rich, guess what?”

Claire and Rich pulled apart, and Rich bent down and hoisted the young girl on his hip. “What, my pumpkin pie?”

Meg turned and glared at Claire. “Mom, did you tell him?”

“Tell him what? I haven’t said a thing to him.”

Meg yelled, “I made you a pumpkin pie.”

“My favorite.”

“I thought apple was your favorite.”

“I stand corrected. My second favorite. But my first favorite for the month of November.”

“Because of Thanksgiving.”

“You got it.”

“Mom helped.”

“Good plan. Let her think she’s needed,” Rich teased.

Meg squirmed down and grabbed his hand. “I want to show you something in my room.”

Claire decided it was time to step in. “Later. He’s going to be here all evening. Let Rich relax for a moment. Besides, he’s my boyfriend, and I want to talk to him too.”

“Yeah, but Mom—”

“No yeah-but-Moms right now. You go and set the table, please.”

The evening was pleasant. Claire watched with pleasure as Rich cleaned his plate of pork chops, mashed potatoes, and steamed kale. Meg proudly brought out the pumpkin pie and even cut it with a little help. Big blobs of whipped cream were plopped on top, and they all declared it the best they had ever eaten.

“I didn’t know pumpkin pie could be so good, Mom.”

“It’s always better if you make it yourself.”

“Then you can trust everything that’s in it, right?”

Claire laughed and thought what an odd thing that was for Meg to say. “Do you sometimes worry about what’s in your food?”

“Well, sometimes I worry about the school lunches.”

They all laughed.

“Speaking of food, can I talk to you about Thanksgiving?” Rich said.

Claire’s heart sank. Was he going to tell her he couldn’t make it? “Sure.”

“Well, I was just wondering if there was any chance of my mother having it with us.”

“Of course. What happened? I thought she was going to some friends.”

“They canceled on her.”

Claire couldn’t believe they had progressed this far already. She would be meeting Rich’s mother for the first time. The woman was coming to her house—talk about putting the pressure on. Rich’s father had died a few years ago, and his mother lived in Rochester, Minnesota. He said he thought she moved there to be closer to the clinic, “just in case.”

“Okay, let me ask you this. What do you need to eat for Thanksgiving?”

Rich cocked his head, puzzled. “What?”

“You know. Everyone has that special dish that makes or breaks it. Wild rice, green bean casserole with fried onion rings, cherry Jell-O with bananas and whipped cream. What’s yours?”

Rich thought. “I guess it would have to be the chestnut dressing. My mom always makes chestnut dressing.”

“Wow. That sure sounds exotic and rich. We better have your mom bring that, because it certainly isn’t on my menu. And I meant to ask you—is it okay if we don’t have pheasant?”

“More than okay. A big turkey is just what I want.” Rich turned and looked at Meg. “And, of course, pumpkin pie.”

Rich did the dishes while Claire settled Meg into bed, letting her read until she was sleepy because it wasn’t a school night. “I want your light out by ten-thirty at the latest, you hear?”

“Is Rich staying over?” Meg whispered.

“I would guess so.”

“Yes,” Meg said and snuggled into her blankets.

Back downstairs, she found Rich lounging in front of the woodstove, a cup of coffee in his hands.

“I’m amazed you can drink that stuff and still sleep at night,” she said.

“Well, I was planning on doing a little more than sleeping tonight.”

“Maybe I should have some too.” She sat down next to him, took his cup, and drank a couple sips.

He took the cup from her, put it down on the coffee table, and pulled her close for another kiss.

After a moment Claire pulled back far enough to be able to see his face. “Rich, when was the last time you hit someone?”

He looked at her, and a slow smile bloomed on his face. “You know, I can always count on you for romantic conversation.”

“This is leading to something.”

“I’ve no doubt of that. Let’s see. I pounded Scotty Warden in sixth grade out back of the school. I slugged a guy in France when he tried to lift my wallet. That’s about it. Disappointed?”

“Have you ever hit a woman?”

He put his hands on her shoulders. “Against my religion. Claire, what’s going on? Are you having panic attacks again?”

“No, nothing like that. I’m trying to understand something. I hit a boy when I was in fifth grade. We were fighting over whether I tagged him out at first. I can’t quite remember how it felt.”

“Who won?”

“Nobody. I think we quit playing.”

“What’s this all about?”

“Do you know Stephanie Klaus?” Claire asked him.

“Sure. I know who she is. She lives out on the highway on my side of town. We’ve probably exchanged three sentences the whole time she’s lived in town. I would say hi to her if I saw her on the street. That’s about it.”

“I think someone’s been beating her up.”

“Do you know who?”

“It’s usually the husband, but since she doesn’t have one, I’d guess it’s the boyfriend.”

“Is it a job for supercop?” he asked.

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out.”

Buck stood at the edge of the lake. The ice had formed weird ridges along the shoreline where the water had lapped up and frozen. Looked like it was at least four inches thick just out from shore. He thought of walking out onto it, but decided it might be wise to wait another day or two. There was supposed to be a hard freeze that night, drop down close to zero again. That would beef up the ice.

The lake didn’t usually freeze up until the beginning of December, but the weather had been mighty mean lately. The Farmer’s Almanac had predicted an early, cold winter. More snow than usual, too. He’d take it. He loved winter. It made him feel like a warrior every time he went out to start the car.

He kicked at the ice with his boots and then walked along. His dog, Snooper, was snuffling in the weeds. Probably found a dead fish or something. He had to watch that dog. Even though it was a tiny Pomeranian, it had the personality of a big dog and went at life with a lot of gusto. He had inherited Snooper when his grandmother had died. She had called the little dog Bitsy, but he hated that name. You give a dog a name like that, and he can’t help but act like a wimp. Snooper fit him better, Buck decided.

He could hardly wait to get out on the ice. His skates were all ready to go. He had gotten them sharpened last week. He loved that he could go out, if the ice froze without too much snow on it, and skate the whole lake.

Even though he was big, he moved like lightning on ice skates. His dad had grown up on the range in northern Minnesota, and they put skates on their boys up there before they could walk.

Buck had grown up in the cities and played hockey all year long, skating late at night just to get ice time in the summer. He had played varsity his junior year. Went into his senior year one of the best, but got busted for smoking right before hockey season and kicked off the team.

It made him mad just thinking about it. He could have gotten a scholarship and been someone.

That was five years ago. Now all he did was work at W.A.G. Not much of a life—certainly no hopes for advancement—but he didn’t mind the work.

Then there was Stephanie. Buck didn’t know what to do about her. She made him feel like no other woman had ever made him feel: frustrated, helpless. He wished she would just listen and give in to him. But she had to resist. Maybe that’s why he wanted her so bad.

He hadn’t gone out with many women. Just had a hard time around them. But now he knew why. He had been waiting for the perfect one. Stephanie was perfect: beautiful, quiet, and kind. He had grown up in the Lutheran church, and they didn’t have any saints, but if they did, she could be one.

Sometimes he felt like he didn’t understand life. He had never been good at talking, but maybe he should try harder with Stephanie. If he sat on his hands and talked and tried to tell her how he felt about her, maybe she’d give him more of a chance. She seemed to like him.

Snooper came up and stared at him.

“You want to go home, Snoop?”

The dog seemed to nod and trotted off in the direction of the truck.

Buck knew where Stephanie hung out sometimes. Maybe he would swing by Shirley’s Bar and see if she was there. If she wasn’t, Buck would keep checking until he found her. She hadn’t been answering her phone the last few days. She hadn’t showed up at work either.

Buck had decided he would say something to her, maybe even ask her to marry him. Maybe that’s what she wanted. He knew he could be persuasive. It helped to be six-four and weigh in at over 270 pounds. Working at the pet food factory lifting hundred-pound bags kept him in great shape.

“I’ll tell her, Snooper.”

The small dog stood up next to him in the car seat, his tiny paws up on the dashboard, and turned to stare at him with his eyes, dark brown as a coffee bean. He often struck him as smarter than most people Buck knew, and certainly more willing to listen.

“I’ll say—Stephanie, you be my woman and marry me, or I’ll kill myself. You think that’ll do it?” Buck chuckled.

Snooper wagged her tail at the sound of Buck’s voice.

“It’s a plan.”

“Hey, baby.”

Stephanie’s heart sank when she heard Jack’s voice on the other end of the line. She had hoped it might be Buck. That was why she had answered the phone. But now that she had answered the phone, she knew she needed to talk to him. Otherwise he would get mad and come over to teach her a lesson.

“Hi.” She tried to keep her voice calm.

“It was good to see you the other night. You’ve put on a little weight, but it looks good on you.”

“You looked good too,” she said. She knew he needed to hear that. He was a handsome man and loved to hear her tell him how fine he looked. Women loved to look at him.

“Thanks, baby. What’re you doing?”

She hated that he always called her baby. Why couldn’t he ever use her real name? “Not much. Haven’t gone to work since you stopped by.”

“Why not?” he asked, sounding surprised.

“Because I look like shit.”

“Why do you say that, baby?”

She couldn’t help it. She was getting mad. “You saw to that. A big black eye, bruises all over my face. Can’t go to work looking like that. All your fault.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I thought you looked fine when I left.”

She hated it when he did that, denied what he had done. “What’re you talking about, Jack? You beat me up good. Choked me. Why do you pretend that nothing happened? Do you think I made it up?”

Silence. Not a good sign. Then he said, “You know I would never do anything to hurt you. I love you too much for that. But I’ll tell you one thing, if I ever did beat you up, you wouldn’t be alive to talk about it.”

She recognized the signs. His voice was getting lower. He was getting mad—she could hear it. It was time to get off the phone before she said something to really provoke him. “I gotta go, Jack.”

“Why’s that? Is that boyfriend coming over? I wouldn’t count on him, baby. You never know what might happen.”
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MEG knew he would be back in to talk to her in a moment or two. She determined not to cry. She was a big girl, and that never helped anything. Except sometimes with Mom. Mom hated to see her cry, but Meg did reserve it as a weapon of last choice. She heard Mr. Turner’s footsteps echoing down the hallway. Like clock ticks, they were even and steady and would not turn back.

Mr. Turner was her fifth-grade teacher. She had never had a man teacher before and had really been looking forward to it. There was something more adult about being taught by a man. He had dark, spiky hair, long legs, and hairy eyebrows. Some of the girls thought he was cute. Meg thought he looked like a smooth-talking devil.

She hadn’t at first. She had liked him like everyone else. But then he started picking on her. He didn’t want her to read in class when she was done with the assignments. All her other teachers had always let her read in class. It was the only way she had gotten through school so far. Otherwise it would have been too dull and boring waiting for everyone else to finish. But the first time she had tried to read, Mr. Turner had taken her book away and asked her to clean the blackboards for him.

When she tried again, he had taken her out into the hallway and talked to her. “This is a school classroom where we do schoolwork. If you are finished with the work I have given you, then I want you to raise your hand, and I will give you some more work to do. Or better yet, check over your work. If you are doing it so fast, there are probably mistakes you should correct.”

Meg hadn’t taken either of his suggestions. Instead, she had done the only thing left to do. She had slowed down. She was doing the work as slow as she could, and it was killing her. Boredom weighed her down like a ton of bricks. That’s what had gotten her in to trouble this time. She had been so bored that her eyelids had closed, her head had dropped onto her desk, and she had fallen asleep. Mr. Turner had woken her up by tapping the top of her head with a pencil. She had jumped and given a little shriek. The whole class had laughed. He had asked her to stay after class when it was time for recess.

She sat at her desk and stared down at a small mole on her arm. It was about the size of a ladybug. Wouldn’t it be cool if it started to move around her arm? She could have a pet mole. She laughed at her own joke just as Mr. Turner walked in the door.

“Can you let me in on your joke?”

Meg freaked at the thought of trying to explain to him the way her mind worked and the pun she had created. “Just remembering something from TV last night.”

“Meg, what are we going to do with you?” he asked.

Her mind, at times like these, could be her own worst enemy. It was still trying to make jokes, and was coming up with answers like: Give me an A and send me home for the day, A crown might be a nice choice of headwear, Let me be the teacher and you can be the student. She had to bite the inside of her mouth so that she wouldn’t start laughing again.

“Meg, can you answer me?”

These were trick questions. It never did any good to try to answer them. She knew that Mr. Turner had an answer all ready and was dying to tell her what he had thought up to do with her. So she just shook her head.

“You didn’t finish your work on time, and you fell asleep during class. I had such high hopes for you when you started this class, Meg, but I can see your bad attitude is getting in your way. Since you are so sleepy, I think we should let you have a little nap so you can stay awake for the remainder of the day. So while the rest of the class is outside playing, I want you to put your head down on your desk and close your eyes.”

Meg looked at him in disbelief. She needed to get out and play with everyone else. This meant she would be trapped at her desk for the next half hour, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep. “Mr. Turner, I will try—”

“No, Meg. It’s too late. I must show you that I am the boss in this classroom. You don’t know what’s best for you. I do. Please put your head down.” He stared at her, his eyes boring into her like laser beams.

She put her head down. At least she didn’t have to look at him. But she could feel him standing there, watching her. He did have complete power over her. He could make her do anything he wanted her to do. She hated him. She hated school. She hated life. She felt the tears backing up behind her eyelids. She bit the insides of her mouth again, trying to hold them back. She would not let him see her cry. She knew that he would like that.
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