
[image: The River We Remember: A Novel, by William Kent Krueger. New York Times Bestselling Author of This Tender Land.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: The River We Remember: A Novel, by William Kent Krueger. Atria Books. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]






To Peter Borland and Sean deLone, editors extraordinaire, who so often have helped me see my way through the mist






Three things cannot be long hidden: the sun, the moon, and the truth.

BUDDHA









- PART ONE - BLACK EARTH COUNTY









PROLOGUE

THE ALABASTER RIVER cuts diagonally across Black Earth County, Minnesota, a crooked course like a long crack in a china plate. Flowing out of Sioux Lake, it runs seventy miles before crossing the border into Iowa south of Jewel, the county seat. It’s a lovely river filled with water that’s only slightly silted, making it the color of weak tea. Most folks who’ve grown up in Black Earth County have swum in the river, fished its pools, picnicked on its banks. Except in spring, when it’s prone to flooding, they think of it as an old friend. On quiet nights when the moon is full or nearly so and the surface of the Alabaster is mirror-still and glows pure white in the dark bottomland, to stand on a hillside and look down at this river is to fall in love.

With people, we fall in love too easily, it seems, and too easily fall out of love. But with the land it’s different. We abide much. We can pour our sweat and blood, our very hearts into a piece of earth and get nothing in return but fields of hail-crushed soybean plants or drought-withered cornstalks or fodder for a plague of locusts, and still we love this place enough to die for it. Or kill. In Black Earth County, people understand these things.

If you visit the Alabaster at sunrise or sunset, you’re likely to see the sudden small explosions of water where fish are feeding. Although there are many kinds of fish who make the Alabaster their home, the most aggressive are channel catfish. They’re mudsuckers, bottom feeders, river vultures, the worst kind of scavengers. Channel cats will eat anything.

This is the story of how they came to eat Jimmy Quinn.






CHAPTER ONE

IN 1958, MEMORIAL Day fell on a Friday. This was long before the federal government made the celebration officially the final Monday of May. Back then it was still referred to as Decoration Day. Like many rural communities, Jewel took its holidays seriously. The people of Black Earth County were mostly farmers, sensible, hardworking folks. Their days were long, their labor backbreaking. But when they could legitimately give themselves permission to relax and enjoy life, they did a pretty fair job of it. Decoration Day was the first real celebration after the relentless work of spring. By then, the ground had been plowed, harrowed, planted. The honey wagons had spread manure across the seeded fields, and near the end of May, that aroma, which is a peculiar hallmark of farm country, had pretty much disappeared. In its place was a different scent, the fragrance of green shoots and leafed trees and early-blooming wildflowers and, in town, lawns freshly mowed. What had come by the end of May was the smell of promise.

Jewel had always called itself “The Gem of the Prairie.” The grand courthouse on the hill was built twenty years after the Civil War, constructed of granite quarried in the Minnesota River Valley seventy miles north. The shops that lined the main street were all family-owned, and proudly so. It was a small town by most standards. There were no stoplights and the only grocery store was Huber’s, in business since before the turn of the century. If you came from the city, you’d probably have thought of it as sleepy. But in 1958, it was bustling, with lots of life in it. And death, too, as it turned out.

The Decoration Day parade was a grand affair. The veterans dressed up in their uniforms. The oldest was Gunther Haas, who served with Colonel James W. Forsyth’s 7th Cavalry at the battle of Wounded Knee in 1890. The uniforms of the old vets were generally faded and ill-fitting, but a lot of the younger men, who’d fought in World War Two or the Korean War, still looked pretty snappy in their khaki and braid or their navy whites. The veterans were at the center of the parade, Gunther Haas among them, pushed along in his wheelchair, a frail wisp of a man with ill-fitting false teeth and barely enough strength to wave the little flag he held. Up front marched the Jewel High School Band in its final official performance of that school year. The fire department, as it did for every parade, rolled out its two engines and hit their sirens many times along the route, so that the spectators on the sidewalks screamed with delight. Jack Harris, the mayor, was there in a shiny red Edsel convertible that Wheeler’s Ford dealership was still trying to get rid of. Near the end came the Black Earth Trotters, a group of local show riders, on their mounts, the horses decked out in ribbons and high-stepping proudly. The parade moved down the entire length of Jewel’s business district—three blocks of shops and businesses—and turned at the corner of Main and Ash, where chairs had been set on a high platform so that Harris and a few others could speak, offering the kinds of platitudes expected on such a day. Afterward, in Veteran’s Park, there would be picnics and fireworks.

In those days, Jewel’s population hovered around four thousand. A lot of them turned out for the celebration, and a good many farm families came into town as well. Absent that year, as usual, was Brody Dern, sheriff of Black Earth County. Brody would have been among the most decorated of veterans had he chosen to march with the others, but Brody never did. He had duties to attend to, he would say as an excuse, and folks let it go at that.

On the Decoration Day when this story begins, Brody was, in fact, occupied overseeing the one prisoner the county jail held, Felix Klein. Felix wasn’t the kind of man who needed much oversight. When he was sober, he was every bit as decent and peace-loving as the next citizen of Jewel. But Felix had demons inside him, or so he claimed when he’d been hitting the Wild Turkey, and these demons sometimes made him do things he regretted. He tried to set fire to the water tower once. When he sobered up and Brody demanded an explanation, Felix was stumped. And late on the previous New Year’s Eve, Brody had found him wandering Jewel in his long johns, his feet bare. Brody had taken him to the emergency room of the little hospital, where, because of frostbite, they’d had to amputate a couple of toes on both feet. When Brody questioned him, Felix said he couldn’t stand to be in his house any longer, not with Hannah there, crying like that. Hannah was Felix’s wife. By then, she’d been dead a dozen years.

But get him off the bottle and Felix was a man who could carry his own in an intelligent conversation, and he was one hell of a chess player.

That’s precisely what he and Brody were doing that afternoon when the Decoration Day parade was taking place on Main Street. Brody could hear the high school band and the cheers and the applause of those who’d gathered to watch, and now and again he heard the fire engine sirens. Later, when everything had moved to Veteran’s Park, he planned to join his brother’s family and his mother for some cold fried chicken. But at that moment, he was content to be right where he was.

Hector, Brody’s golden retriever, lay on the floor not far from the men. Brody had named him for the noble hero of Troy, and when you looked into that beautiful dog’s soulful brown eyes you knew why.

The sheriff was thirty-five years old, tall and lean. His hair was the color of acorns. He wasn’t handsome, not in the way of Hollywood. In fact, the Amish of the neighboring county would probably have called him very plain and meant it as a high compliment.

With his queen, Brody had just checked Felix’s king and had lifted his coffee mug for a sip when the door to the jailhouse burst open and Herman Ostberg rushed in, breathless.

Brody and Felix looked up from the chessboard, and Hector sprang to his feet. Ostberg was a small, excitable man. For several moments, he just stood there panting, his eyes opened impossibly wide.

“Brody,” the little man managed when he finally caught his breath. “You’ll never guess.”

“No,” Brody replied. “I don’t suppose I will.”

“Jimmy Quinn,” Ostberg gasped.

“What about Quinn?”

“The catfish,” Ostberg said. Then said again, “The catfish.”

Brody was a man who’d seen things in war that had inured him to the shock of normal emergencies in a place like Jewel. No one knew the details of his war experiences but they knew of the medals. To settle the little man, Brody said, “Take a deep breath, Herman, then tell me about Quinn and the catfish.”

Ostberg stared at the two men, one on either side of the chessboard, tried to calm himself, and finally, as if he couldn’t quite believe his own words, said, “They ate him, Brody. They ate him right down to the bone.”






CHAPTER TWO

“WHO’S THEY, AND who did they eat?”

The question came from Sam Wicklow, standing in the open doorway behind Ostberg. Wicklow was publisher and editor of the Black Earth County Clarion, a twice-weekly newspaper. He was dressed in a light blue denim shirt and khaki pants. He sported a full beard, something not many men did in the nineteen fifties, unless they were Amish or beatniks or Ernest Hemingway. Wicklow’s facial hair gave him a gruff countenance, which was not at all the truth of who he was but came in handy when he had to defend an unpopular editorial or ask a hard question in pursuit of a story. Mostly he wore the beard to cover up some of his scars. He had a lot of them, all over his body. He’d been blown nearly apart on Iwo Jima, but the army doctors were able to sew him back together, except for the lower part of his left leg, which was scattered in pieces across a tropical hillside. He walked with a prosthetic attached to the stump of his knee, which gave him a stiff, awkward gait. On occasions that required him to attempt to run, he was sadly comic. He’d been taking pictures of the parade, and his Leica camera hung from a strap around his neck.

“Those damn channel cats in the Alabaster,” Ostberg said. “They pretty near ate up Jimmy Quinn.”

Felix Klein, interrupted in mid-move, still held in his hand the bishop he intended to use to defend his threatened king. “Where?” he asked.

“Near the bridge on County Seven.”

“Good fishing under that bridge,” Felix noted. “Nice deep water there.”

“Quinn’s dead?” Brody said.

“Hell, yes, he’s dead,” Ostberg said. “Ain’t no living man going to let channel cats feast on his insides.”

“You found him?”

“Not half an hour ago. I was planning on fishing. Then I spotted this jumble of driftwood kind of nudged up against the bank. And right there in the middle of it was Quinn. Or what’s left of him.”

“You’re sure it’s Quinn?”

“Them channel cats pretty near chewed off his face, but even so, he’s a man it’s hard not to recognize.”

“You can show me where?” Brody rose from the small table on which the chessboard sat.

“I sure can.”

“I’d like to come along,” Wicklow said.

Without bothering to think about it much, Brody said, “All right.” He went to the radio and tried unsuccessfully to raise his deputy, Asa Fielding, then looked back at his chess partner. “I’m going to have to put you back in your cell, Felix.”

“I’d like to come, too,” Felix said.

“I’ll tell you all about it when I get back.”

Brody pulled a ring of keys from a drawer in the office desk and led Felix through a metal door to the cellblock. Because his missing toes made balance a little precarious, Felix walked carefully to the cell, where he’d slept the night before after Brody had brought him in for being drunk and urinating in public in front of the Alabaster Inn. Felix couldn’t go before a judge on a charge until court convened following the holiday weekend, so the cell was his temporary home. Which was not uncommon.

“You’re proposing to leave me here alone?” Felix said.

“No choice,” Brody replied.

“And what if there’s a fire and I’m locked up?”

“The building is brick, Felix.”

“Wooden floorboards and joists,” Felix pointed out.

“Felix…” Brody began.

“Lots of wood furniture in this place. And you know yourself, Brody, that most deaths in fires are caused not by burns but smoke inhalation. You want that on your conscience?”

“All right, all right,” Brody said, because he didn’t want to keep arguing. “But stay out of my way.”

Through the open window in the east wall came sunlight and a summer breeze and the sounds of the celebration. Brody thought about his deputy, who was walking the parade route, helping to maintain order. He considered whether he should wade into things and let Deputy Fielding know what was up. But that would mean he’d have to endure a lot of handshaking and backslapping and questions about why he was not in his army uniform and marching with the other vets, things he wanted no part of.

Back in the office, he found Herman Ostberg perusing the wanted posters and notices tacked to the bulletin board that hung on the wall. Sam Wicklow stood at the opened doorway of the jailhouse, staring outside down the street toward the hoopla. Wicklow was another man who opted not to walk with the veterans in the yearly parade. Brody wondered if it was because Wicklow was self-conscious about his awkward gait or if, like himself, he simply found the whole thing uncomfortable. He’d never asked. He figured he probably never would. A man made his own choices for his own reasons, and unless any of those choices put him in opposition to you, you simply let them be.

Brody wrote a note to Asa Fielding and left it on the desk. While he wrote, he said, “You parked out front, Herman?”

“Yeah. My truck.”

“Go on out. We’re right behind you.”

When Ostberg had left, Brody said, “You just happen to be here at the right time, Sam? Happy coincidence?”

Wicklow shook his head. “Saw Ostberg speed into town behind the parade going way too fast. He almost clipped the rear end of the Co-op float. I watched him cut up Cottonwood Street and head toward your office. I thought it was worth the trouble of following.”

“Jimmy Quinn,” Felix said. “If it’s true what Ostberg says, feeding those catfish is just about the only unselfish thing that man ever did.”

“Come on, Hector,” Brody called to his dog. To Sam Wicklow and Felix Klein he said, “Let’s go see for ourselves what the truth is.”






CHAPTER THREE

JEWEL WAS NESTLED in a crook where the Alabaster made a wide turn in its course. Brody followed Ostberg’s dusty pickup over the bridge at the edge of town. They turned south and the road climbed out of the narrow river valley, and in a few minutes, they were driving through farmland, between fields striped green with rows of young corn. Outside Jewel, the road turned to dirt and gravel and became bone-rattling washboard. The air that day was still, and Ostberg’s tires kicked up a thick cloud of dust visible for a mile.

Felix Klein sat in the back of Brody’s cruiser, Hector beside him placidly gazing at the land sliding past. Wicklow sat up front and watched Ostberg churning up dust ahead. For a newspaperman, Brody thought he seemed awfully quiet.

“I saw Jimmy in church last Sunday. Him and the kids,” Felix said. He spoke loud in order to be heard over the road noise.

“Not Marta?” Brody said, speaking of Quinn’s wife.

Felix shook his head. “Too sick, apparently.”

“Did you talk to him?”

“Only to say hello.”

“How’d he look?”

“He didn’t look like he’d be feeding catfish pretty soon.”

Wicklow finally spoke. “I once saw a man chewed on by fish. Carp, most likely.”

“Yeah? Where?” Brody asked.

“The Philippines. Leyte. A Japanese soldier. He’d been in the water awhile.”

Some people might have asked for more, wanted the gruesome details. Brody simply said, “Wonder how long Quinn’s been in that river.”

Wicklow said, “I’m wondering if Marta’s missed him yet.” Then added, “Or ever will.”

Under the warm afternoon sun, the land rolled gently into the distance, reminding Brody of a restless sea, and the scattered farmhouses were like ships riding those swells. A century earlier all this had been wild grass taller than a man. But every bit of that tall grass was now cropland, and the winding course of the Alabaster River, outlined on both banks by the dense growth of broad-leafed trees, was easy for the eye to follow.

Just before he came to the bridge on County 7, Ostberg turned his old pickup in to a couple of ruts that ran through wild oats and milkweed and timothy grass. He pulled into a turnabout, an area worn bare of vegetation. Brody was familiar with the place, a spot where a lot of fishermen parked and also folks planning to swim in a deep pool just upriver. Ostberg killed his engine and got out. Brody did the same and then opened the back door for Hector to hop out and Klein to follow. Wicklow maneuvered himself out the cruiser’s passenger side.

“Bring your camera,” Brody told him.

Which was an unnecessary directive, because Sam Wicklow’s camera was as much a part of him as that prosthetic leg.

Hector trotted ahead of the men, sniffing his way, looking back periodically to check on Brody. After a hundred yards, Ostberg cut into the trees along a path that wove down to the Alabaster. It was a path Brody knew well, and he found himself thinking, Not here. God, not here. They came out on a little beach nestled beneath a sandstone cliff where the river curled in on itself, forming a deep, gently swirling pool. Dragonflies darted over the water and swifts shot into and out of little holes in the cliff face where they’d built nests. The pool was heavily shaded by cottonwoods, which loomed atop the high banks of the river. It was a beautiful spot, popular for swimming. And for skinny-dipping. For Brody, the pool conjured up a number of treasured memories in that regard.

“Over there,” Ostberg said, pointing.

Brody saw the humping of driftwood and detritus caught where the current of the river nudged against the cliff. To Hector, he said, “Stay,” and the dog settled himself patiently in the shade.

The sheriff walked slowly, taking note of the many footprints in the sand that edged the pool. People had been here, but there’d been no rain for a week, so probably no way of telling when. As he neared the woody tangle, he saw what Ostberg had seen, a body caught up among the limbs and branches. He also noted an indication of aquatic activity, ripples where the body met water.

Behind him, he heard the click of a shutter and the crank of film being wound. He glanced back and saw that Sam Wicklow was already shooting.

The body was positioned on its back, legs sticking into the current of the river. The head was turned to the side, so that Brody looked directly into the face, or what was left of it. The eyelids and eyes and nose had been eaten completely. So had most of the lips, which gave the face the grin of a Halloween skeleton. The skin was puckered and wrinkled. Brody could see a portion of the lower torso in the tea-colored water and could see the cavity below the ribs, where even as he watched, he caught the black flicker of a tail as a small catfish darted in and then out of the great gaping wound. Although there’d been a lot of carnage done, Brody, like Ostberg, could tell that he was looking at what was left of Jimmy Quinn. This was because of the great mane of red hair and the size of the body itself.

“Sam,” he said over his shoulder. “I need you to document this.”

He stepped back and let the newsman snap away. Ostberg kept his distance.

After Wicklow had shot the body from every possible angle, Brody said, “I could use a hand here, Herman.”

“With what?”

“I want to get his body out of the river.”

“Uh-uh,” Ostberg said. “No way I’m touching him.”

“I’ll help,” Felix offered.

“With those missing toes, you have trouble just standing up,” Brody pointed out.

“Let me help,” Wicklow said.

What they laid out on the sand was a gruesome sight. Except for a pair of striped boxer shorts, Quinn was naked. His chest, all rock-hard muscle in life, was no less massive in death, but it looked waxen, unreal. Wicklow began snapping photos again.

“Herman,” Brody said without looking up. “I need a favor.”

“What?” Ostberg replied with a cringing tone, as if whatever Brody was going to suggest was bound to be something awful.

“Would you go into town and find Deputy Fielding? Tell him what’s going on and have him get Doc Porter.

“Doc Porter? Hell, Brody, the doc can’t do anything for Jimmy now.”

“He’s the county coroner, Herman. I can’t move Quinn until Porter has certified death.”

“Certified? Brody, I never laid eyes on a man more certifiably dead. Hell, a moron could see Jimmy ain’t coming back.”

“Would you just do it, Herman?”

“This wasn’t exactly the way I’d planned to spend my day,” Ostberg complained. “I’ll find ’em and send ’em back, but I’m done here, okay?”

“I understand, and I appreciate your help.” As Ostberg headed away, Brody said, “Felix, will you go with him and give him a hand? But don’t forget, you’re still under arrest.”

“Nothing I can do here?”

“Not at the moment. When you find Fielding, tell him to bring a body bag and his pickup so we can haul Quinn back to town. And don’t say anything to anyone else about this, okay?”

“You can count on me,” Felix replied.

“Not a problem,” Brody told him. “When you’re sober.”

“If you’d suffered what I’ve suffered, Sheriff, bourbon would be your good friend, too.”

It was a line Brody had heard often from the man. He could have replied that he’d seen plenty himself and knew a thing or two about suffering and that bourbon was not his answer to the night sweats, but Brody didn’t. Like so much else in his past, this was a subject on which he chose to remain silent.

When Felix and Ostberg had gone, the sheriff asked Wicklow, “Anything like that Jap soldier you saw in the Philippines?”

“Big difference,” Wicklow said. “That soldier wasn’t my neighbor. What do you think? Drowned?”

“I’m guessing not. Drowned folks, their lungs fill with water and they’ve got no buoyancy. They stay under quite a while. Days.”

“Jimmy’d still be on the river bottom then?”

“That would be my guess.”

Wicklow considered this a moment. “So you think he went into the water dead?”

Brody nodded. “And floated until the current brought him here.”

“Heart attack, maybe, and he fell in? The way he’s dressed, he might have been getting ready to swim.”

“Maybe.” Brody stood up. “Once our coroner takes a look at him, we’ll know more.”

“What about Marta?”

“What about her?”

“When are you going to tell her?”

Brody looked up at the sky, a shattered blue among the boughs of the big cottonwoods overhead. “Soon,” he said.

For the most part, after that, both men held to silence and their own thoughts. It might seem odd, the casualness of these two as they kept company with the grisly remains. But war does something vile and irreparable to the human spirit, leaves thick scars on the soul. For Brody, however, there was another reason for silence. He was feeling a burning resentment because this was a place that had meant much to him, that was almost sacred in its way. On many occasions in his youth, this placid pool had offered him the beautiful nakedness of the only woman he’d ever loved. Now it felt to him desecrated, ruined by that damn Jimmy Quinn.






CHAPTER FOUR

FELIX KLEIN RETURNED to the Alabaster River with Deputy Asa Fielding and Doc Porter, who officially declared Quinn dead. Porter said he’d do the autopsy in the morning, then headed back to the festivities in Jewel. The remaining men zipped up Quinn’s corpse in a body bag, which they loaded in the back of Asa Fielding’s pickup and drove directly to Brown’s Funeral Home. Although it was Decoration Day, there was always someone at the funeral home, because, as Fred Brown was fond of saying, death never took a holiday.

Brown wasn’t there, but Alice, his wife, was, and she supplied Brody with a gurney. They got Quinn into one of the funeral home’s two prep rooms, where they slid him into the mortuary refrigerator to await the coroner’s examination. Quinn wasn’t alone in there.

“Who’s that?” Brody asked when Alice opened the door to the appliance and he saw another body bag on a lower shelf.

“Ruth Coffee.”

“Ruth?” Brody’s heart gave the kind of painful twist it never would over the death of Jimmy Quinn. “How?”

“The folks at River Haven called us. We brought her in a couple of hours ago. She died real peaceful in her rocking chair this morning. They thought she was napping, until they tried to wake her for lunch.”

“How come I wasn’t called?”

“We tried your office. No answer.”

Brody had known Ruth Coffee his whole life. She’d taught English forever at the high school in Jewel, and every kid in town passed through her classroom on the way to graduation. What Brody remembered best about his own time there was that she loved to read to her students from the classics and had a way of making even the most ancient of prose seem alive and relevant. It felt wrong to him that such a woman should have to reside in proximity to the monstrosity that had been Jimmy Quinn.

By the time Brody and the others returned to the jailhouse, the parade was long over and the festivities had moved to the park on the river. The town felt a little deserted.

Inside the jailhouse, Brody said, “I’ve got to lock you up, Felix.”

He walked the man back to his cell, but Felix paused before he entered it, turned to Brody, and said, “It’s my birthday today. I turned sixty.”

“I didn’t know that, Felix.”

“After Hannah died, I stopped caring. Didn’t seem much point to celebrating an empty life.”

Brody wasn’t sure he saw the point the man was trying to make.

“You know, I served in the Great War.”

“I know, Felix.”

“Every time I woke to a new day, I celebrated. That’s because I never expected to come back alive. Amazing how in the middle of hell something as simple as dawn can be the most beautiful thing imaginable. I’m thinking about Jimmy Quinn and that I never saw a smile on the man’s face. He had a wealth of blessings, but I never once saw him celebrate his life. And now he’s lost his chance. Makes me think it’s time I started celebrating again before it’s too late.”

“Hold on to that thought,” Brody said as he closed the cell door.

When he stepped back into the office, he found young Scott Madison talking with Asa Fielding and Sam Wicklow. Scott’s mother, Angie, one of the many war widows in Black Earth County, ran the Wagon Wheel Café. Because the county contracted with her to supply meals when someone was in lockup, fourteen-year-old Scott had become a regular visitor, dropping by with a tray of food or to check on what a prisoner might like. Brody had become fond of the kid, who spoke politely, stood up straight, and treated his elders with the respect people in Black Earth County expected from well-brought-up youths.

“Mom sent me over to see what Mr. Klein might like for supper,” Scott told Brody.

“Why don’t you ask him?”

When Brody brought Scott into the cellblock, Felix smiled and stood up from his cot. “What’s on the menu, son?”

“Mom says you can have fried chicken or a hot roast pork sandwich.”

“Nobody makes fried chicken like Angie,” Felix said. “And maybe a little of her apple pie?”

“Yes, sir.” Scott studied Felix for a long moment. “Are you okay, Mr. Klein?”

“Not so much, son. Spent much of the afternoon in the company of a dead man. Takes the wind out of your sails.”

“Really? Who?”

“That’s enough, Felix,” Brody said. “Let’s go, Scott.”

“Don’t forget the apple pie,” Felix said.

In the office, as the kid prepared to leave, he pressed Brody, “Who was the dead man?”

“I can’t tell you that, Scott. His name won’t be public for a while.”

“How’d he die?”

“I can’t tell you that either.” He could see Scott was disappointed. “I’m sure you’ll know soon enough. The whole town will.”

“Oh,” Scott said as if he’d just remembered. “Mom wanted to know if you might like some supper, too.”

Brody smiled. “Thank her for me but tell her I’m going to eat with my brother’s family. Picnic in the park. Decoration Day, you know.”

After Scott had gone, Sam Wicklow said, “I should get myself arrested. Free meals from Angie Madison—that would take the sting out of lockup.”

“I’m going out to Quinn’s place and talk to Marta,” Brody said to Asa. “I want you to cover here. I’m leaving Hector.”

“And if anybody asks about you?” his deputy said.

“Until you hear from me that I’ve informed his family, don’t say anything to anyone about Quinn. Am I clear?”

“As a bell, Brody.”

“You, too, Sam.”

Wicklow nodded. He accompanied Brody outside, where he stood a moment, writing on the little notepad he was never without. “So, Marta next?”

“Yeah.” Brody had informed families of death before, but this one was different, and he was feeling the heavy weight of the duty that rested on his shoulders.

“Don’t suppose I could go along.”

“You want to talk to her, Sam, you can do it later, if she’ll let you. I’ll need those photos you shot.”

“I’ll develop them while you’re at the Quinn place. They’ll be at the Clarion office when you get back.” Wicklow closed his notepad.

“Done with covering the Decoration Day celebration, Sam?”

“There’ll be another next year. But Jimmy Quinn and the catfish?” Wicklow shook his head. “Once in a lifetime.”






CHAPTER FIVE

ON HIS FATHER’S death, James Patrick Quinn had inherited a thousand acres, and in his time, he had added twice as much again. He was the largest landowner in the county, his holdings spread far and wide and managed by a slew of tenants, all of whom feared the wrath of Quinn. As a result, the farming of his land was like clockwork, the tilling, planting, harvesting all begun and completed in the best time frame that weather and the elements would allow. He saw to it that his own outbuildings and those of his tenants were in good repair and wore a clean coat of paint. His equipment was up to date, the most modern available. Jimmy Quinn was proud of what he’d accomplished. And he was always the first to tell you so.

The large acreage that he farmed himself required help, and for this Quinn relied heavily, as most farmers do, on family. Quinn had been married twice. Gudrun, his first wife, had died in her early forties, but she’d given him two children. With his second wife, Marta, he’d fathered three more. The two older children had grown up and gone on to lives of their own. Terence, the oldest, had bought land in Faribault County, a good distance east, and farmed there. The daughter, Fiona, had married her high school history teacher. It was a scandal because she’d only just graduated and less than six months after the wedding gave birth to their first child. Shortly thereafter, she and her new little family left Jewel for good.

The children from his first marriage were of no help to Quinn. They’d deserted him, or that’s how he was prone to characterize it. So he demanded much from his second brood, especially the eldest, James Patrick Quinn, Jr., eighteen years old in that summer of 1958.

Over the years, Quinn had hired numerous men to work for him part-time, some of them young and hoping to save enough money to buy a farm of their own one day, some already small farmers in their own right who supplemented their income working for the big Irishman.

The Quinn farm was seven miles south of Jewel, along the banks of the Alabaster River. When Brody turned up the lane off the county highway, he could see activity near the barn, where Quinn kept a small herd of beef cattle. As Brody drove between the young fields—corn to his right, soybeans to his left—he watched three men trying to run down a big black bull that was making a mess of Quinn’s tidy crop rows. Brody pulled into the yard and parked between the farmhouse and the great array of outbuildings. He stepped out, walked to the fence, leaned against the top rail, and watched the chase in the cornfield. He considered offering to help, but he knew about bulls, knew they were cantankerous creatures, and he figured he’d just stay put and see how things played out.

“Big Bastard.”

He turned and watched a girl of fourteen cross the yard and come to where he stood. She was tall for her age, with dark red hair, which she wore long. She had on jeans and a blue work shirt with the sleeves rolled above her elbows. Her name was Colleen, and she was Quinn’s daughter. She leaned against the same rail as Brody and looked where Brody had been looking.

“Big Bastard?” Brody said.

“The bull,” she replied. “That’s what J.P. calls him, anyway.” She nodded toward her brother, who was one of the figures chasing the animal. “He hates that bull. Daddy named him Big Black, but I like J.P.’s name better. Fits that critter perfect.”

“Looks like he’s trying to make a break for it.”

“He does that sometimes. He wants to get at the cows over there.”

Colleen lifted a hand toward the herd milling about in the big cattle yard behind the barn.

“Always this hard to get him corralled?”

“Not if Daddy’s here. Him and Big Bastard, they’ve got an understanding. Or that’s what Daddy claims.”

“You don’t help?”

“Men’s work,” she said. “Are you looking for my father?”

“Your mother, actually.”

“She’s in the house, resting.”

“I need to talk to her. It’s important.”

“Come on then.”

Colleen took one final look toward the mayhem going on in the cornfield, turned, and led the way. There was something melancholy about the girl, and Brody thought that maybe anyone whose father was a man like Jimmy Quinn and whose mother was bedridden might be prone to darker moods.

The farmhouse was an enormous two-story clapboard painted white, with gingerbread trim and green shutters. It was a good house, sturdy, built by Quinn’s grandfather before the turn of the century. It had been modest then but had been added to and refined over the years, as the prosperity of the Quinns increased. Once inside the house, the girl offered him a seat in the parlor, then she mounted the stairs. On the mantel of the fieldstone fireplace sat an antique-looking clock flanked by framed photographs. One was of Jimmy Quinn alone. He was a huge man, with a great shock of red hair, hard green eyes, and enormous hands like an ape. He wore a three-piece suit and was posed in a way that might make one think of those great robber barons who so horribly misshaped America’s history with their greed and hubris. A lot of farmers came into town in their faded, patched, and soiled biballs or dungarees, their boots crusted with barn muck. Not Jimmy Quinn. He claimed to be descended from Irish kings, and he always rolled into Jewel looking like gentry. The other photo was a family portrait with him and Marta and their children. Conspicuously absent was any evidence of Jimmy Quinn’s first wife and the two children she bore him.

Through the doorway to his left was the kitchen, and in that doorway stood a girl eyeing him silently.

“Hello, Bridget,” he said and smiled.

Quinn’s youngest daughter was only eight. Like her sister and her father, she was a redhead, with long pigtails and deep-sunk eyes, which regarded Brody with a look he couldn’t quite decode. Was it interest? Apprehension? Did his uniform intimidate her?

“I’m Sheriff Dern,” he said. “Remember? I talked to your class last fall about what policemen do.”

“I remember,” she said, but that didn’t change her demeanor. “Do you want some Kool-Aid?” she asked in a flat voice.

“No, thank you,” he said.

She continued to stand in the doorway and eye him in a way that was, frankly, unnerving.

He heard boards creak, and a moment later Colleen appeared on the stairs, helping Marta Quinn descend. They came slowly. The effort it took was clear, and Brody offered, “We could talk upstairs, Marta.”

She looked up from where she’d been considering each stair carefully before placing her foot. “No, this is fine, Sheriff.” She still, after all these years, spoke with a thick German accent. “Just give me a moment.”

She wore a pink housecoat buttoned nearly to her chin. On her feet were pink slippers. Her hair, Brody could tell, had just been brushed, probably with Colleen’s help, so that she would not appear in complete disarray before her visitor. She wore no makeup, and her face, once quite beautiful, was pale and drawn. She wasn’t even forty yet, but her illness made her seem a decade older.

She fixed Brody with dull eyes. “It’s about James, isn’t it?”

Brody glanced at Colleen, who stood behind the sofa, at her mother’s back, with one hand laid gently on the woman’s shoulder. “Could we talk alone?”

“Colleen,” Marta said, “would you go and make some coffee for us?” She saw her other daughter watching from the kitchen doorway. “And, Bridget, you give your sister a hand, all right?”

“Yes, Mama,” Bridget replied.

When the girls had vanished into the kitchen, Marta said, “Where is he this time?”

Jimmy Quinn suffered from insomnia. Everyone knew it. He often dealt with the affliction by driving somewhere in the night and drinking himself into oblivion. Sometimes it was on one of his own properties, sometimes on the land of another family, as if Quinn considered all of Black Earth County his rightful domain. Brody would get the call from an irritated farmer. He would pick up one of the hired men and they would go and collect Quinn. Sometimes the hired man drove Quinn home, and sometimes Brody would haul him back to the jailhouse in Jewel because, when Quinn was drunk, he might take a blind swing at those trying to help him. Brody had plenty to keep him busy as sheriff without such runs, but he did it because, like most folks who understood the circumstances, he had great sympathy for Quinn’s family.

“He’s in Jewel, Marta.” Brody took a deep breath and gave her the rest. “At Brown’s Funeral Home.”

“The funeral home?” Marta thought about that a moment, then light flared in her dull eyes. “He’s… dead?”

“Yes, Marta. Your husband’s dead. I’m sorry.”

Her face, which had already been pale, went even whiter. Her mouth opened, but nothing came out for a while. Then, in little more than a whisper, “How?”

“I don’t know exactly. We pulled his body from the Alabaster earlier today.”

“Where?”

“Near the bridge on County Seven. My guess is that he went in somewhere upstream and his body floated down.”

Marta looked away, out one of the windows. “He went fishing yesterday,” she said quietly. “Or at least that’s where he said he was going. When he didn’t come home all night, I just figured… well, you know.”

“Yeah,” Brody said. “What time did he leave?”

“I don’t know exactly. Sometime near dark.”

“Did he say where he intended to fish?”

“No.”

“Did he take his truck?”

She nodded.

From the kitchen came the sound of a door opening and men’s voices, and Colleen speaking words that Brody couldn’t quite make out. Then James Patrick Quinn, Jr., strode into the living room. To avoid confusion with his father, most everyone simply called him J.P. He was eighteen and resembled his mother, with dark hair and a physical frame that would never equal Jimmy Quinn’s massive build. He was dressed in jeans soiled at both knees, probably from falling in the effort to round up the bull. His boots were caked with dried mud. He wore a Western-style shirt, colorful and with pearl snaps. He carried a brimmed straw hat in his hands.

“Your shoes, Patrick,” his mother said.

He didn’t seem to hear her. He came straight at Brody. “Where is he? Where’d he pass out this time?”

“Your father didn’t pass out,” Marta said quietly.

“No? Then where the hell is he?”

“In Jewel,” Marta said. “At the funeral home.”

“What, he killed somebody?” It was meant as an angry joke, but when he saw the look on his mother’s face, he understood. His own face took on a quizzical look. “He’s dead?”

“Daddy’s dead?” Colleen said from the kitchen doorway. Bridget stood behind her, almost hidden by her older sister.

Marta beckoned them. “Come in, children. Here, Bridget.” She patted the cushion beside her. “And, Colleen, here,” she said, patting the cushion on her other side.

The two girls did as they’d been told, moving mutely and with faces poised on the edge of some emotion, though Brody couldn’t tell yet what that would be. J.P. remained standing. He was holding his straw hat with both hands and staring at the polished wood floor under his dirty boots.

“The sheriff has just informed me that your father is dead. He was found in the Alabaster River this morning.”

“Was he swimming or something?” Colleen asked, then looked at Brody.

“We don’t know yet exactly what happened,” Brody told her. “We retrieved his body and took it to the funeral home in town. That’s about it at the moment. I’m sorry.”

There was a period of silence while Brody’s words soaked in, then J.P. said, “Hell, I’m not.”

“Patrick,” his mother said, so harshly that even Brody jerked back a little.

J.P. looked down at the floor once more and again went silent.

“Your mother said he was going fishing. Is that what you all understood?” Brody asked of them in general.

“I dunno.” Bridget shrugged, and Brody couldn’t tell if her blank look was confusion or numbness in the face of such a sudden and overwhelming consideration as the death of her father.

“Bridget wasn’t here last night,” Marta said. “She was at a sleepover with some friends. At the Baldwins’ house.”

“I was asleep in my bedroom,” Colleen said. “I didn’t even hear his truck leave.”

Brody glanced at Quinn’s son. “Did he say anything to you?”

“I was out on a date last night,” J.P. replied. “Wouldn’t have mattered, though. He never tells me anything except that I’m not pulling my weight.”

One of the hired men stepped in from the kitchen. “Coffee’s perking, Mrs. Quinn.”

“Remove it from the burner, Able, and then would you come in here for a moment? And bring Tyler with you.”

The man stepped away from the door and reappeared a few moments later with the other hired hand. They came into the living room and stood beside J.P.

“Something’s happened,” Marta said. “Something terrible.”

“Yeah, we overheard. Sorry, Mrs. Quinn, couldn’t help it.” Able Grange poked a thumb back toward the kitchen.

Grange was small but powerfully built, in his late twenties, and recently married. He farmed for both his father-in-law and Quinn, trying to bank enough money so he could someday buy and work his own land.

The other man was Tyler Creasy. He was in his mid-thirties, tall and gaunt, cheeks that were hollows in a horse face. He’d removed his hat when he came into the living room, an old red ball cap, exposing a scalp with only a few long wisps of hay-colored hair remaining. Brody and Creasy had a history; not a good one. The sheriff had known Creasy since they were both boys but never known him well. Creasy came from an extended family that lived along the river south of Jewel in a place folks called Creasy Hollow. They were a bunch that kept to themselves and Tyler, the youngest, was no exception. He’d been a quiet kid, a loner, as Brody recalled. Then, like so many young men, on graduation from high school he went away to war and came back changed. Darker. Harder. Brody had hauled him in a number of times for a variety of reasons, usually involving alcohol and fisticuffs. At the moment, Creasy’s hostility was clear in the way he eyed the sheriff.

Brody asked, “Did Jimmy say anything to either of you yesterday about going fishing?”

“Didn’t say anything to me,” Grange said.

“Me, neither,” Creasy said.

Brody looked behind the two hired men, as if searching. “Where’s Noah Bluestone?”

“Jimmy let him go a couple of days ago,” Creasy said.

“Why was that?”

“They had words,” Creasy replied. “Jimmy said he didn’t have no need for an uppity Indian and told him to get off the place.”

“Any idea what they argued about?”

“Bluestone was stealing gas from the pump. Filling his own truck.”

Brody looked at Marta and the children. “And his wife, Kyoko Bluestone? She worked for you, too, right? And Jimmy let her go as well?”

Marta nodded. “He said the girls could do Kyoko’s work here in the house.”

Brody tried to think if there was anything more he should ask, anything else he should say before he approached the final piece of the unpleasant business.

“I guess that’s it for now, folks. Except…” Brody hesitated. “Marta, I’m going to need someone to come in and make a positive identification.”

“I’ll do that,” J.P. volunteered.

“No,” Marta said. “I’ll do it. When would you like me to come, Sheriff?”

“Would tomorrow morning work?”

“Yes. And I’ll talk to the people at the funeral home then, too, about the burial arrangements.”

“What about his other children?” Brody asked. “Terence and Fiona? Would you like me to break the news to them?”

Marta shook her head. “I’ll make those calls.”

Brody stood. “Again, I’m sorry to have to bring such bad news.”

But looking at those folks, Brody thought they didn’t seem to be taking it badly. They were surprised, sure, but grieving? Not at all. At least not yet. Brody knew a thing or two about death and its aftermath and knew that it sometimes took a while for the grief to set in.

J.P. saw him to the door.

“I’ll bring my mother tomorrow,” the boy said. “Would ten do?”

Brody looked into the young man’s eyes and didn’t see any of Jimmy Quinn there—the bully, the brute, the blustering Irish giant. He found that reassuring.

“Ten’ll be just fine,” he said.






CHAPTER SIX

THE SHERIFF’S DEPARTMENT and county jail were housed in a long, narrow, red-brick building that in 1958 was already half a century old. The sheriff’s office occupied the small front room. Behind a metal security door was a block of six cells. Upstairs was a living area that, while he wore the badge, was Brody’s. The jail was seldom occupied for long. Most crimes in Black Earth County were simple affairs, and sentences usually lasted no more than a few days, or maybe a week or two. Lengthier stays were generally farmed out to the much grander jail in Worthington, a larger town in the adjoining county with, apparently, a more vigorous population of miscreants.

Brody parked on the street. When he entered the jailhouse, Hector leapt to his feet and came trotting to greet him, tail wagging like a crazy metronome. Deputy Asa Fielding was there, but not alone. Gordon Landis was with him. Landis had once been a police officer in Saint Paul. He claimed to have left the force of his own volition, but rumors circulated that he was let go because of his cruelty in handling offenders. He’d returned to Jewel and taken over the running of the Alabaster Inn, which his family owned. Brody didn’t like the man. His official nickname was Gordy, but out of his hearing Brody and his deputies often referred to him as “Gory” because he was easily inclined to share publicly the unpleasant details of the car wrecks and other bloody incidents he claimed to have been involved with while in uniform.

“Heard about Jimmy Quinn,” Landis said. “Heard you found him in the river, chewed up by catfish. True?”

Brody wasn’t happy that Quinn’s death was already public knowledge. He trusted Asa Fielding and Sam Wicklow, so he figured it had been Herman Ostberg who’d opened his big mouth. Brody simply gave Landis a nod.

“He kill himself or somebody do that for him?”

“We just got the investigation under way,” Brody replied.

“Whoo-ee, this’ll set folks back on their heels.” Landis laughed as if it were an entertaining joke. “You need a hand, you let me know.”

“Will do.”

Landis looked toward the cellblock. “Klein giving you any trouble?”

“Felix? Only on the chessboard, Gordy.”

“Well, listen good,” Landis said, loud enough that Felix could hear from his jail cell. “Next time he decides to use the parking lot of the Alabaster Inn as his private toilet, I’ll cut off his pecker and shove it up his ass.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Brody said.

When Landis had gone, Asa said, “Fred Brown called from the funeral home. Wants you to call him back.”

“Did he say why?”

“Nope. But I’m just the deputy here.”

Asa Fielding was a strapping young man. He’d been a bit of a hellion in his teenage years, but he’d gone into the service during the Korean War, had served his entire tour of duty as an MP, and had come back with a respect for authority he hadn’t shown before. He’d married Suzie Thorndike, former cheerleader and his high school sweetheart. When an opening had come up for a deputy, Brody had hired him. Asa had proved himself to be a man of restraint, and because of his size, he was good to have along when Brody was trying to subdue a guy who’d had too much to drink and was just itching for a fight. Asa was his deputy and his colleague, but Brody didn’t think of him as a friend. In truth, Brody had few of those.

Asa stood up, offering the sheriff the desk chair. Brody sat, lifted the telephone receiver from its cradle, and dialed the number of the funeral home. When Brown picked up, Brody said, “You asked Asa to have me call.”

“Doc Porter’s doing an autopsy on Quinn tomorrow morning, is that right?”

“That’s the plan,” Brody replied.

“Is Quinn’s family coming in to make funeral arrangements?”

“Marta will be there to make an official ID. She’ll probably make the arrangements then. Plan on that for around ten.”

“Hope you don’t mind, but I took a cursory look at Quinn. Those catfish did a lot of damage, but it’s still pretty easy to see what killed the man.”

Brody waited.

“That wound’s full of buckshot,” Brown said.

“He was killed by a shotgun blast?”

“That’s probably what tore him open and gave the catfish such a glorious meal. But don’t quote me. Doc Porter’ll want to give the official word.”

After he hung up, Brody sat a few moments, mulling over what he’d just been told. He finally looked up to see Asa Fielding eyeing him curiously.

“Did I hear right?” Asa asked. “Somebody shotgunned Jimmy Quinn?”

“You repeat that to anyone, I’ll rip that badge off your shirt, Asa.”

“But it’s true, right?”

“That’s what Brown thinks.”

“A murder?”

“Let’s not call it anything until we know all the facts, okay?”

The jailhouse door opened, and Garnet Dern, Brody’s sister-in-law, walked in, accompanied by her youngest child, Jack.

Garnet’s maiden name was Olson. Even as a young girl, she was a Nordic beauty—long, buttercup-yellow hair, eyes like little chips of blue sky. She came from a farming family, and although she grew up used to hard work, she possessed a softness of spirit that seemed rare and terribly ephemeral, and made you feel a little like grieving because you knew that the demands of a farming life would, over time, probably suck all of that loveliness out of her.

“Uncle Brody,” seven-year-old Jack cried out happily. “We came to arrest you.”

“Arrest me?” Brody laughed. “What for?”

“For promises unkept,” Garnet replied. That Decoration Day she wore khaki shorts and a sleeveless blouse almost exactly the same ethereal blue as her eyes. On her feet were sandals, and you could see that the color of the polish on her toenails, a joyful red, matched her fingernails. She wagged one of those fingers at Brody. “You promised to picnic with us, remember?”

“Things have been busy around here today.”

“I heard Felix Klein is your guest. Is he such hard work? Really?” She gave him a look of playful admonition.

“Jimmy Quinn’s dead,” Asa said.

Brody shot his deputy a killing look.

“Jimmy Quinn?” Garnet’s eyes bloomed huge. “How?”

“We’re still investigating that,” Brody said.

“Don’t be officious with me, Brody Dern. How did Jimmy die?”

“Honestly, we can’t say for sure. He’s at Brown’s Funeral Home right now. Doc Porter intends to do a full autopsy tomorrow, and we’ll know more. Until then, I’m really not at liberty to say anything, Garnet.”

Her face took on a look of deep, genuine concern. “How’s Marta?”

“I just came from talking with her,” Brody said. “She’s holding up.”

“Uncle Brody, can I have one of these?” Jack stood at the bulletin board where Brody pinned the wanted posters.

“Not any of those, but I’ll give you one of these.” Brody opened the bottom desk drawer and pulled out an old circular, one for a man named Albert Jenkins, a.k.a. Arthur Jenks, a.k.a. Anthony Jurgens, wanted for several armed robberies in small towns across the Midwest.

“Wow,” Jack said. “Is he dangerous?”

“Not anymore. He was killed last week in an exchange of gunfire with policemen in Waterloo, Iowa.”

“Have you ever shot anybody, Uncle Brody?”

“That’s not an appropriate question,” the boy’s mother said.

Brody answered anyway. “Not on the job, Jack.”

“In the war?” the boy persisted.

“Jack, that’s enough about killing.” Garnet smiled apologetically at Brody. “Will we see you at all today?”

“Probably not.”

Garnet looked down at the scuffed old floorboards and said quietly, “We hardly ever see you these days.”

“I’ll be by for Sunday dinner, as usual. Promise.”

“You promised to picnic with us today, too.”

“Can I see the jail?” Jack asked.

“I have someone in lockup right now. Another time.” Brody met his sister-in-law’s eyes. “Another time, promise.”

“Come on, Jack,” Garnet said, brightening suddenly. “Let’s get you back to the park. You can show everybody your poster. Tell your uncle thank you.”

“Thanks,” Jack said and was out the door.

Garnet gave Deputy Fielding a lovely parting smile and followed her son outside into the bright sunlight. In that old jailhouse, which, across all the years of use had seen every kind of imaginable befouling, Brody’s sister-in-law left behind only the overpowering scent of gardenia.

“You really skipping the festivities entirely?” Asa said.

Brody pulled his eyes from the doorway. “We still have Quinn business to see to.”

“Oh? What’s that?”

“We’re going to find his pickup.”

“What about Felix?”

Brody took the key ring from the desk drawer and turned toward the cellblock. Just then, Scott Madison entered the office carrying a covered tray and bringing in the enticing aroma of fried chicken.

“Mr. Klein’s dinner,” the kid said.

“Wait there,” Brody told him.

Felix, who’d been lying on his bunk, sat up and swung his feet to the floor. “Dinner?”

“Nope. I’m springing you.” Brody unlocked the cell door.

“Gordon Landis won’t like this,” Felix said.

“Let me worry about Landis. But, Felix, promise me you’ll be at the courthouse Monday morning at nine. And no alcohol in the meantime.”

“What about my dinner?”

“Scott’s here with your fried chicken. Just go back to the Wagon Wheel with him and you can eat it there. Tell Angie it’s still on the county’s tab.”

Although Felix left with Scott Madison, he didn’t look particularly thrilled with the idea of freedom, probably not sure what to do with it, but he was clearly eager to dig into the dinner Angie had prepared for him. Asa Fielding glanced at the big round wall clock and said, “Lots of ground to check before dark. Maybe we should bring Connie in on this.”

Conrad “Connie” Graff was the previous sheriff of Black Earth County. For nine years, Brody had served as his deputy, then Graff’s wife had become seriously ill and Graff had decided that taking care of her was more important than being sheriff. In the election that followed, Gordon Landis ran against Brody for the office. Graff threw his support to Brody, who’d won easily. After Graff’s wife died, Brody brought Graff back onto the force as a periodic deputy, often using him to cover when Brody or Fielding needed a little vacation time, or when some extraordinary event demanded additional law enforcement presence.

“Good idea,” Brody said. “Give him a call.”

Asa picked up the phone and dialed.






CHAPTER SEVEN

THE ALABASTER ALWAYS had a thriving fish population—those ravenous channel catfish, of course, but also bullheads, carp, bass, shovelnose sturgeon, even the occasional walleye, and probably a lot more that savvy fishermen could name. There were fast channels in the river, deep holes, areas of snag, and where you fished depended on what you hoped to catch.

Brody didn’t know what Quinn went fishing for on the day he disappeared. That left pretty much the entire Alabaster below Jewel to be checked.

It was still a few hours until sunset when he pulled his cruiser to the side of the road at the east end of the bridge on the old Soldier Highway. The road was so named because, when it was little more than a couple of ruts across prairie land, it had served as a major military route during the Dakota War of 1862.

Conrad Graff was already there, sitting on the flatbed of his old pickup, smoking a hand-rolled cigarette. Graff was tall, slender, as tough as jerky. His eyes were the gray of a gun barrel, and his nose was hawked, set in a face gone to leather from age and the summer suns and the bone chill of winter winds. He wore the khaki pants that had been part of his uniform as sheriff and above them a faded blue Pendleton work shirt rolled up to his biceps, which still had the look of steel. A beat-to-hell gray Stetson shaded his face.

Brody exited his cruiser. Hector jumped out behind him and shot toward the high wild grass that edged the pavement, where he lifted his leg to pee.

“Where’s Fielding?” Graff said as Brody approached.

“I told him to check the trestle on his way out. Good fishing spot.”

Graff let out a stream of smoke the color of his Stetson. “Jimmy Quinn. Shotgunned.” He shook his head. “Pissed off half the men in this county at one time or another, but a shotgun? Hell of a way to take care of a slight.”

Brody put his hands on the flatbed, lifted himself, and sat beside Graff. “We don’t know what’s happened, Connie.”

Graff laughed. “Yeah, officially. Me, I’m well and truly done with ‘officially.’ I can say whatever the hell I please.”

Initially, Brody had asked Graff to come back as a part-time deputy out of affection and loyalty because he thought he would be doing his old boss a favor. As a widower, Graff had seemed a little lost, uncertain what to do with himself. But Brody had found the older law officer to be full of sage advice and helpful in so many ways that he annually budgeted a significant sum to ensure Graff would continue to be a presence on the force when needed.

“You’re still officially a deputy, a sworn officer of the law.”

“You want my badge?” Graff grinned from under the shadow of his hat brim.

“I want your discretion, Connie.”

After finishing his business, Hector dashed to the bridge and began sniffing his way around the abutments.

“You talk to his family?” Graff said.

“Of course.”

“How’d they take it?”

“Stoic, I’d say.” Brody’s eyes scanned the line of trees that marked the Alabaster’s course all the way to the southern horizon. “When Asa gets here, if he didn’t find anything at the trestle, I figure we’ll work our way south down to the pool where Quinn’s body got hung up. You and Asa take the east side of the Alabaster, I’ll take the west.”

“A lot of river to cover with a lot of foliage that could hide a truck. Might take a good long while.”

“Got something better to do?”

Graff took a final drag off his cigarette and flicked the butt onto the gravel just as Asa Fielding’s pickup appeared down the road. The deputy parked behind Brody’s cruiser and walked to where the two men sat.

“Anything?” Brody asked.

“An old hobo camp in some trees near the trestle. Whoever they were, they’re gone now. No truck or any other sign that Quinn had been there. Hey, Connie,” he finally said in greeting.

“Asa,” Graff replied with an almost imperceptible nod.

“So what now?” Asa asked.

Brody explained his plan, and the three men separated. Half an hour later, Brody found Quinn’s truck.

The Alabaster, like every river, follows the line of least resistance. Seven miles south of Jewel stood a geologic uplift called the Fordham Ridge. Fourteen thousand years ago, during what is known as the New Ulm phase of that glacial period, a lobe of thick ice stretched down into Iowa all the way to the area occupied now by Des Moines. In its retreat, it left behind large deposits of drift, mostly sand and pea gravel through which the Alabaster early and easily cut a course. But the glacier also left behind a number of gently curving ridges and knobby hills composed of more solid rock, which the ice couldn’t bulldoze and around which the river found its meandering way. Fordham Ridge was a long, worming uprise that caused the river to almost reverse itself in a tight curl. In its shadow, on the finger of land circumscribed by the curling course of the river, lay Inkpaduta Bend, an area of open land owned by the county. It was a lovely spot, especially at sunset, when Fordham Ridge caught the last, amber-colored light of day and the terraced farmlands on the slopes looked as if they were covered in honey.

When Brody pulled up behind Quinn’s pickup, there was still plenty of good light to see by. The truck was parked at the end of a lane almost completely overgrown with wild oats and goldenrod and blazing star and a dozen other wildflowers. It sat twenty yards from the Alabaster, grille toward the water. Brody approached the vehicle slowly and peered through the window on the driver’s side of the cab. A pair of soiled calfskin work gloves lay on the seat and next to them an emptied pint bottle of Jim Beam rye whiskey. There was a gun rack affixed to the back of the cab. Like the liquor bottle, it was empty.

He went on toward the Alabaster, which in that particular section, was lined with birch trees. There was a wide break in the trees through which the surface of the Alabaster shimmered gold in the late afternoon light. From a distant field came the diesel chug of a tractor. But there were other sounds Brody heard: the rustle and sigh of the branches and leaves of the birches as wind blew through, and the calling of an oriole perched somewhere among all that shifting foliage. Brody stopped. Stopped because he knew without having to think it that what he was about to discover was something alien to the peace of that lovely place. It was an experience he’d already had that day, beside the pool whose beauty had been desecrated by the torn-open carcass of Jimmy Quinn. In life, Quinn was a man Brody had never much cared for. In death, he was a man Brody was beginning to hate.

He moved forward and found where Quinn had set up to fish, if fishing was, indeed, the reason the man had come to this out-of-the-way location. A rod lay on the riverbank and next to it an opened tackle box and a Coleman lantern. A pair of pants, a blue work shirt, and white undershirt, all large enough to have fit Quinn, lay in a careless pile near the rod and tackle box, and on top of these sat a pair of huge work boots and gray socks. In the middle of a large area of blood-soaked earth between the clothing and the fishing gear lay a shotgun.

Brody returned to his cruiser and radioed his deputies.



“QUINN’S SHOTGUN?” ASA Fielding asked. He stood well away from the blood-darkened earth.

“That’ll be easy enough to check,” Graff said.

“Came to fish, and then what?”

“Got no bites and maybe got frustrated and decided to end it all,” Graff said. “Jimmy was not known for his patience.”

Hector sat leashed to the door handle of Brody’s cruiser. Every so often, he made a pleading sound or gave a short bark. Brody paid no attention. He stood at the edge of the river. The winter snow that year had been deep, the spring wetter than usual, and even on the threshold of summer, the Alabaster still ran high and fast.

“There’s that pint bottle in the truck,” Asa said. “Quinn was probably drinking. So an accident maybe?”

Graff thumbed his Stetson high above his wrinkled brow. “I hunted pheasant and wild turkey with Jimmy back in the day. That man knew his way around a firearm, even drunk. What are you looking at, Brody?”

“Just gauging the river. We got a deep, fast channel along here, so when Quinn’s body entered the water, it would have been swept downstream pretty easy.”

“And how’d he get into the water?” Asa asked.

“We need photos of everything,” Graff said. “That old Brownie we got won’t do. Asa, you mind going back into town to get Sam Wicklow and his Leica out here?”

Brody said, “No.”

Graff gave him a puzzled glance.

Brody nodded toward the western sky, where the sun was a burning orange ball not far above the horizon. “It’ll be going on dark by the time Wicklow gets here.”

Graff eyed the sun and gave in. “Tomorrow morning then, first thing.”

“I’ll spend the night here,” Brody said.

Asa said, “Who’ll cover at the jailhouse?”

“Connie, you willing to sleep on a cot tonight?”

“Rather sleep out here.”

Brody shook his head. “I’ve got this.”

“All right, then,” Graff agreed. “You have bedding for yourself?”

“A couple of blankets in the trunk of my cruiser. That’ll do.”

“What about dinner?” Asa said. “You’re going to get hungry.”

“One night without dinner won’t kill me.”

“Be happy to bring out a sandwich,” Graff offered.

“Just cover the jailhouse.”

Asa Fielding left first. After he was gone, Graff took a final look around and shook his head. “There’s a lot that’s not right here, Brody.”

“Tomorrow, we’ll see about sorting it out.”

Brody waited until both deputies were well away from Inkpaduta Bend, then he returned to the riverbank. He stood a long time looking over the items Quinn had left there. He went to his cruiser and took from the trunk the chamois cloth he used to wipe the vehicle dry whenever he washed it. He started with Quinn’s truck, wiping clean the door handles, the steering wheel, the dash, the whiskey bottle. He went to the riverbank and wiped down the tackle box, the Coleman lantern, and the handle of the fishing rod. He lifted the big shotgun from the middle of the great stain of blood and wiped that clean, too. Finally, he circled the whole scene searching in the wild grass for anything he might have missed. He found another empty pint bottle of Beam splashed with blood. He held it to the dying light and saw fingerprints all over the glass.

“God damn you, Jimmy Quinn,” he said.

He cast the bottle into the middle of the river, where the current snatched it away, and he stood watching as it filled with the tea-colored water of the Alabaster and sank utterly from sight.






CHAPTER EIGHT

IN 1857, AN Indian named Inkpaduta led a small band of renegade Wahpekute on a bloody raid that began in Iowa near Spirit Lake and extended into what is now southern Minnesota. They killed many dozen settlers along the way and took four white women prisoner. They were believed to have camped several days on the Alabaster River, at the base of Fordham Ridge, hence the name of the point of land where Brody, more than a century later, lay on a blanket, his head cradled on a second blanket rolled into a makeshift pillow, and stared up at a black sky powdered with stars. It was a warm night, full of life. From the tall grass all around him came the chirr of spring field crickets. Tree frogs sang in the birches that lined the river. From high up Fordham Ridge came occasional yips and howls that he was pretty sure were coyotes. He was about as far away from another human being as you could get in Black Earth County, and he felt empty. This wasn’t a new feeling. It didn’t come over him suddenly just because he lay alone under such a vast night sky. Brody felt empty most of the time.

He’d never married, though he’d been in love. Once. Crazy in love. It hadn’t turned out well. Then he’d gone to war and had come back a different man, his heart scarred by wounds far worse than any love could deliver.

He’d been lying wide awake for an hour after hard dark when Hector, who’d been asleep in the grass nearby, lifted his head and gave a low growl. Brody put out his hand and stroked his dog’s back, which had gone stiff. “What is it, boy?”

Then Brody heard a noise, maybe the same one Hector had picked up. It sounded like soft crying, almost human. He strained to hear more clearly, but the noise was already gone.

Coyotes, Brody told himself. Coyotes that had come down to the river to drink.

Still, the land was mysterious. Two of the women taken captive during Inkpaduta’s raid had been killed by the renegades in their flight, and there were those who believed that at least one of the murders had taken place on Inkpaduta Bend. No one really knew the truth, but the story in Black Earth County was that you could sometimes hear the woman crying. And Brody thought that if one of those poor women had, in fact, met her end there, then who knew? Everything that died became a part of the earth where it lay, and maybe more than just flesh and bone was involved in that kind of transfer. Spirit, perhaps. If so, what kind of spirit resided in a place where brutal death had occurred? A soul that still wept? Brody wasn’t particularly superstitious, but he couldn’t help feeling that something was on that bend with him.

But in almost the same moment Brody thought these things, Hector growled again and was answered by the low, distant growl of a car engine as a vehicle slowly made its way along the grown-over lane that led to the tip of Inkpaduta Bend. Brody looked at his watch. The luminous face indicated ten forty-five. Graff? he wondered. Or Fielding? Some trouble?

He threw off his blanket and stood. Hector was already up on all fours, looking in the direction of the engine noise. The headlights cut a wide swath in the dark, and Brody saw night insects dart across the beams. He couldn’t tell the make of the vehicle yet but could see that it was a sedan of some kind. It drew up behind his cruiser. The lights died and the engine was turned off. The driver’s door opened, and a figure emerged, black against the paler dark under the stars.

“Hello, Brody.”

The voice was soft, melodious, playful, and Brody recognized it instantly.

“Hello, Garnet.” He didn’t bother to hide his pleasure.

“Brought you something,” she said, walking toward him through the high grass. When she was near enough that he could smell her perfume, she reached out her right hand, which held a paper plate covered in aluminum foil. “When you didn’t come down for the fireworks, I went to the jailhouse and found Connie Graff. He told me you were here and that you’d be hungry. I brought you some cold fried chicken and potato salad. Cookies, too. And I have a ham bone for Hector, if that’s okay.”
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