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  To Elissa, in friendship




  Chapter 1




  




  The year I died I saw the house for the last time.




  Memories flooded back, confused and blurred, like a time-worn lithograph. Surely I should feel something. One would certainly think so. Revulsion maybe, or fear, or even a sort of empty triumph. In the end, I’d won, right?




  But there was just…nothing.




  No emotion at all.




  The time I lived there was like part of a forgotten novel I’d read once but not paid enough attention to the story. The characters were in my mind, yet I wasn’t certain of their roles in the events that unfolded. The shadowy figures floated around, yet their evasive history was lost and meaningless.




  I wondered why I didn’t care more.




  So I just stood there looking at the wide gabled porch, the pitched angles of the roof, and the shining windows.




  It looked back at me.




  Three weeks later, everything was over.




  




  The lake was like cold ebony glass.




  Not a breeze. Not even a ripple on the surface.




  Brilliant scarlet leaves from a maple fading into winter floated on the surface like drops of blood, and the woods crowded the shore, dark, secret and impenetrable.




  Watching.




  It was eerily quiet.




  The dark, deep water hid its secrets, lethal and silent.




  Or, Jon Palmer thought with an inner sense of ironic amusement as he stood by the wide windows of the cabin overlooking the water, drinking his coffee, it was simply a nice fall day. A little on the crisp side, but this was Minnesota after all, and often enough they’d already had snow. If it was lonely now, he could only imagine what it would be like when he was locked inside by drifts of snow and impassable roads.




  The coffee was Colombian; rich and dark. One of the things he’d brought was the expensive coffee maker Connie had insisted they buy but for some reason hadn’t taken with her when she’d left him. He stood there sipping from his cup, watching a faint hint of mist hover over the lake.




  He needed to unpack but was putting it off.




  Not that he’d really brought much with him. Clothes, his computer and printer, a few framed photographs, golf clubs he’d probably never use, a fishing pole and some tackle, his photography equipment, of course… His books, yes, boxes of them, just his favorites; the ones he couldn’t live without. The rest he’d given to the local bookshop, a donation in the spirit of purging from his life what wasn’t necessary. He’d sold much of what he owned—except that damned coffee maker—given away almost all the rest, and irrationally perhaps, didn’t miss any of it.




  Thou shalt not covet worldly goods.




  Was that even in the Bible? He wasn’t sure. It sounded like something that should be, and he was guilty of coveting, but not as guilty as other people he knew. What he had left of worldly possessions was stacked in boxes on the plain plank wooden floor of the spare bedroom and for all he knew he wouldn’t even open half of them.




  That thought was banished. It was painful to think about his former life—and so he’d vowed to do his best to dismiss it from his mind when it was possible, and accept it wasn’t possible all the time.




  At thirty-eight, it was a little difficult to learn new life lessons, but he was trying.




  He preferred to climb into the skin of this stranger he’d become than exist as the man he used to be. It was new—and yet familiar, like getting out of bed after a long illness—and he would adjust.




  The drive into town was only about twenty minutes but seemed longer, the road winding through stands of white pine, oak, and birches with leaves that whispered and fluttered gold in the breeze. The county highway was bordered by a picturesque small stream running over smooth rocks and he occasionally passed a group of mailboxes by a dirt road, with signs painted with family names, a leftover affectation of when people from the twin cities bought summer lake places back in the forties and fifties. The agent who’d leased him the cabin had told him stoically that he’d have to rent a box and pick up his mail in town. There was no rural mail delivery on the nearby lakes in the winter when there were no permanent residents.




  Jon had no intention of renting a post office box. Anything he needed to do he could do from his phone, like banking and answering email. Otherwise, being cut off from the world as much as possible was the point of it all.




  Black Lake was only several thousand people; five churches, a grocery store, a locker for processing deer during hunting season, three gas stations, and a consolidated school for the rural kids and the town kids together. There was a bus coming down the street now and he wondered just how late he’d slept. It must be mid-afternoon. Days and nights had blended together.




  Piles of fallen leaves lifted in swirls like errant ghosts from the gutter as the cumbersome vehicle passed him by.




  With a physical pang he missed his children.




  For a single moment it clawed at him like a ferocious entity he couldn’t fight, but then he calmed it and managed to simply pull into the gas station. He put the BMW in park, and got out.




  Sweating suddenly, but okay. Okay.




  Jon went to the pump, and then discovered if he wasn’t using a credit card he had to go in and pay ahead. Modern society was interesting, he decided, glad the panic attack was ebbing. Cash should be more convenient, but it wasn’t.




  The clerk was obviously local for she greeted him with a nice smile and a pronounced northern accent, accepted his money cheerfully but eyed his expensive leather jacket with slightly lifted brows. True enough, tourist season was over and hunting season hadn’t yet begun, and he supposed he didn’t really look like a fishing fanatic either. He asked as pleasantly as possible, “Would you mind telling me if there’s a liquor store anywhere around here?”




  She answered readily with friendliness. It was, after all, a small town. “There are plenty of taverns if you want to go in and sit down, but for package there’s only two. Main Street Spirits is about two blocks down, just keep going north. Arnie’s Grocery sells some stuff, but the wine selection is mostly of the box variety.”




  So he must look like a wine sort of individual. He definitely should have just worn jeans instead of the tailored khakis. “I was thinking more along the lines of decent scotch.”




  “Then Main Street is your only option.” Small dimples appeared in her full cheeks. “I won’t lie, they’ll be glad to see you there. It’s kind of expensive.”




  “If you want to play, you’ve got to pay.” He grinned, and shrugged. “I’ll contribute money to the local economy.”




  After he pumped his gas, he drove down the street, spotted the liquor store, and purchased half a case—the scotch selection wasn’t great, not that he was really picky these days—and went to the grocery store. Appetite was kind of a problem currently, so that made shopping a chore, but even in his current state he knew he had to eat. Deli ham, cheese, and bread, a couple of steaks, a few potatoes, some packaged salad, and he’d live for a few more days.




  He was fairly sure he wanted to do that, and that was progress.




  There was one more crucial stop.




  To cruise by the first time was the act of a coward, but he didn’t care. The high school hadn’t changed—he hadn’t expected it would. It was football season and the team was out there practicing, all shoulder pads and cut off shirts, young men oblivious to the cool temperatures, their aggressive stances familiar and yet foreign, since he hadn’t done it in a long time. He pulled up to the curb and watched for a while.




  No one who knew him from college or back in Chicago would ever look for him in Black Lake. Even with his wife, he’d always been vague about his hometown, jokingly calling it Nowhere, Minnesota. Was that why he’d come back? He wasn’t sure, but then again, he wasn’t certain about anything anymore.




  * * * *




  It was him.




  Alicia Hahn hadn’t been paying much attention when he’d walked through the door of the liquor store—just another customer. But when he’d handed over the money for his purchase he’d flashed a very well-remembered, mesmerizing smile. It wasn’t meant personally, just out of habit, but she knew it just the same.




  Jon Palmer. In the flesh. In an instant she’d been sure, like being hit with a baseball bat, her hand tightening on the bills as she counted his change, but at least he didn’t seem to register her reaction. Yes, he was older now, but weren’t they all.




  Same wavy chestnut hair, not a fleck of gray, lean athletic build, faint creases now by his ice blue eyes, but unfairly, it made him even better-looking. Good cheekbones, straight nose, and a clean jawline…wide shoulders and a tell-tale expensive jacket that hadn’t been bought within a hundred miles of Black Lake rounded it all out.




  Him. For sure.




  She, on the other hand, was considerably different. At least fifteen pounds overweight now, her hair color was not due to genetics, and he hadn’t recognized her at once, which wasn’t surprising. It wasn’t like he noticed her so much while they were growing up either. She’d been part of the wallpaper, insignificant and ignored, and for the most part, that hadn’t rankled too much. It wasn’t like she’d expected more.




  Last she knew, he lived in Chicago, had the wife and two-point something kids going and ran a multi-million dollar company. It seemed strange he was in Black Lake, especially when there really didn’t seem to be anything left here for him. His mother had died when he was still in high school, and his father had passed away years before that. He’d never liked his step-father—that was no secret, and he certainly wasn’t around any longer.




  “Do I know you?” He’d asked politely enough with a half-apologetic smile, leaning on the glass counter, but only a little, keeping his distance, but trying to be friendly at least.




  No wedding ring on his left hand.




  For a brief moment she’d thought about lying, but changed her mind. “We went to school together. Jon, right?”




  “Yeah, right. Obviously your memory is better than mine.” He wasn’t flirting, far from it, but at least seemed interested in her answer.




  She wrapped each bottle carefully in a brown paper bag. “I’m used to seeing the same faces day after day when it isn’t tourist season. Alicia. It was Meyer. Hahn now.”




  Recognition did dawn. It was there in the azure depths of his eyes. “I remember. How are you?”




  “Fine.” It was a lie. She wasn’t fine, unless that was defined by working for a second rate liquor store and having virtually no social life except getting hit on by every drunk who stumbled through the door. Life was adequate at best. “I thought about moving to the Twins for a while but never did. Small town girl, I guess. What brings you back?” She pushed the box across the counter.




  “I needed a little space. Black Lake has a lot of that.”




  “That it does,” she agreed. There was a temptation to ask if he was having a party, but also a sense maybe the booze was all for him. Still, he didn’t look like a hard drinker. She’d been surprised before, but usually she could tell.




  “It hasn’t changed much around here.”




  “No.” Hard to argue that one, though she wished she could come up with something more brilliant. She did add, “Nice to see you.”




  “You, too.”




  Still has a nice ass, she’d thought when he’d walked out of the store. A world-class quarterback of the team ass. The good looks aside, he’d also been valedictorian and recruited by several top academic institutions for football because he’d had the whole package of both brains and athletic talent. He’d chosen Notre Dame, was injured the first season, and then transferred to the University of Minnesota, married—no doubt someone gorgeous—and supposedly lived happily ever after, so what was he doing back?




  Divorce? Could be. He’d been alone when he came in and the odds were against him that the marriage would last, or at least only fifty-percent as per the national average. She was a casualty of the same poll. Her ex was somewhere in Nebraska now, on his third wife.




  The only light—besides the artificial illumination from several pool lights hung around that the owner thought was high-end decorating—was through the front door. The brilliant hue of the sky was striking. This time of year was her favorite. In the spring the lingering touch of winter was still there, the up and down rollercoaster tiring. Summer could be just as bad; humid nights and sticky days making it miserable outside. Winter in Minnesota, was, well, winter in Minnesota. It consisted of piles of snow, below zero temps, and the threat of frostbite if a person wasn’t paying attention. Usually most people did, but now and then someone slipped up and lost a digit or two.




  But fall was pretty nice.




  Like today. She got off at four. Maybe later she’d go out in the canoe and paddle around the lake near her parent’s house. On beautiful evenings she usually did, and it was quiet now without all the summer people up.




  Alicia went back to answer the buzzer on the back door and found the beer truck had a delivery, which made her grumble because she had to help unload it and then put the order in the coolers. Those damn fifteen pounds, she reminded herself, sweating an hour later. Unloading the truck was better exercise than walking on an elliptical machine and she needed to get into shape. She hefted some Bud Light onto a top shelf. Maybe her ass was not as small as she wanted, but her arms sure were toned. When it came to truck day, she was as good as any of the male employees.




  “Want to go get some dinner? I have no idea where to go and the weather is supposed to get dicey in a few hours.” The driver was new, had been more helpful than most, and he was maybe a little older than she was, but not bad-looking and seemed like a nice guy. Plaid shirt, probably chewed some tobacco, but polite and nice. Any other day, she might even have accepted. It was never fun to go out to eat alone, so she usually flipped a burger on the stove, rationalized that the salad she had with it instead of fries made it okay, and watched television until she fell asleep on the couch. There were times she wondered why she even had a bedroom. Not for sex, that was undeniable. How long had it been?




  Why the hell is Jon Palmer back in town?




  The answer to that question interested her. He interested her.




  He had back when they were growing up in the same backwater town, and he certainly did now. That facile smile, the easy way he moved, the dangerous aura; it wasn’t an act. The guy was complicated and always had been.




  Jon Palmer was the only person she’d ever known who had killed someone and gotten away with it.




  And she was the only witness to the crime.




  She told the driver with an insincere smile of apology, “No thanks, I have plans.”




  


  





  




  





  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 2




  




  I wished I could deny that I hoped he would one day return.




  There are all types of people in this world. That just goes without saying. Some breeze through without anyone ever noticing anything besides their simple existence, taking for granted they will wake up safe in the morning, that the darkness will never touch them, that evil is just terminology used for shock effect.




  I can tell you it is not.




  So Jon Palmer has come back and like a hibernating bear prodded with a stick, I sense something waking and stirring, sluggish but now aware.




  




  Black water lapped hungrily at the shore. Jon, his boots propped on the railing of the small porch, contemplated the obsidian surface. Now and then he’d lifted the glass to his mouth, inhaling the clean air, the quiet punctuated by the occasional call of a bird or splash of a fish. Leaves moved in an evening breeze that had taken on a bite signaling a cold front might be moving through. Everything smelled like pine and damp earth.




  Except the water. The water was scented with death.




  He’d done his research. The first body had surfaced in the late eighteen hundreds. The articles he’d printed had eerily familiar details he well-remembered. The vicious wounds on several bodies found in the woods, the inexplicable disappearances…




  All tied to Black Lake.




  It interested him at a time in his life when he needed something to think about besides his personal problems. The brooding melancholy bothered him, and he knew he should concentrate on something more cheerful, no doubt about it. Maybe watch cartoons instead.




  His cell phone rang and it startled him so much his feet slipped off the railing and thudded to the rough wooden floor and liquor sloshed out of his glass. Mentally shaking his head at his distraction, the utter quiet so different from the constant roar of Chicago, he saw the number and almost declined to answer.




  Talking to his ex-wife was usually a lesson in misery and he’d just as soon skip it, but the chance it had something to do with either his son or daughter meant he couldn’t quite bring himself to ignore it. He pushed a button. “Connie.”




  His voice was cordial. His feelings were not.




  “Where the hell are you?”




  “Good evening to you, too.”




  “Jesus, Jon, don’t fuck with me.”




  “I actually have no desire any longer to fuck you, so you’re safe there.”




  That stopped her. He could picture her manicured nails tapping the tabletop in annoyance, her long blond hair in a perfect fall over her shoulders. She was a very beautiful woman, but he’d meant what he’d just said. Even if she crawled on top of him naked—no way would he touch her. He doubted it would even get him hard. There was physical beauty and then there was attractive. Desire was a non-negotiable commodity no longer between them. At one time he’d hungered for her, but she’d effectively destroyed it bit by acrimonious bit.




  He’d rather not have sex again for the rest of his life than to have it with her. He missed that young man he’d once been, but lost innocence just could not be regained. Ten years of marriage had taken a heavy toll.




  If he’d ever been innocent in the first place. He didn’t think so.




  “I’m going to ignore that,” she said finally, her voice cold. “Where are you?”




  “Minnesota.”




  “You’re joking. I can’t imagine why you’d go back there, but we’ve never understood each all that well. Can you at least send me your address?”




  They’d never understood each other at all. He contemplated the water for a moment. “Why? Is there another bill you want me to pay? Our attorneys settled all of that.”




  “God, you’re so…distant. You always have been.”




  The hell of it was she could be right. “We’re divorced. That means our commitment to friendship is pretty limited just to necessity because of the kids. If this isn’t about them, I don’t have much to say.”




  “What if I need to get in touch with you?”




  “Do what you are doing right now. Call me.”




  Connie took in a long audible breath. “I can’t not know where you are. Minnesota isn’t exactly a small state.”




  He gently pressed a button and ended the call. Yes, she could not know. That was part of the point of it.




  It was misting, the moisture floating in through the screen as he watched the water. Jon listened to the rising keen of the wind along the moss-covered eaves and brooded over the changes in his life. Happiness was an abstract concept. Most of the people he’d ever loved were either dead in truth, or dead to him, like his wife. Yes, he loved his two children but he hadn’t fought for joint custody. There was no way he’d bring them to Black Lake. When he saw them, he’d take them on trips to Florida or a cruise or anywhere else, but not here.




  Why had he come back?




  Not even he could answer that question.




  He’d seen the way the woman—Alicia—had looked at him in the liquor store. That question had certainly been there in her eyes. He remembered her vaguely, but there was a lot of his past that was like a faded postcard he’d found in a drawer.




  Was the lack of recollection voluntary? He wasn’t sure. It was possible he just wasn’t as smart as everyone thought he was. He’d married Connie for instance, and that had proven to be a grave mistake of the lifetime variety. Through the children they were tied together forever and the disconnection of their lives was more rhetoric than discourse. He’d never felt it in the first place all that much. They’d bought a house and slept in the same bed for over a decade, but he’d never even tried to convince himself she knew anything about him or his life before he met her. There had been an image of contentment in his head and he’d followed it, like a mirage that shimmered in the desert.




  What the hell was wrong with him?




  That was why he’d come back, he speculated as he poured another finger of scotch into his glass. He’d lived the wrong life, married the wrong girl, and the money didn’t really matter since it had compounded his problems, not solved them. Success was a sliding scale.




  Something moved in the woods. A deer probably. He could hear it crunch through the underbrush, large and heavy and a shiver ran up his spine.




  He should go in and watch a movie or something. There was no cable but he could play a DVD or listen to a CD.




  Or stream in something through his phone and computer. A lighthearted movie not about unexplained deaths and this inner darkness he couldn’t seem to shed.




  Instead he decided to call an old friend.




  He’d known he was going to all along. It needed to be done.




  * * * *




  George Walda glanced at his phone and smiled. Black Lake was a small place and he’d known within an hour that Jon Palmer had returned. It took a lot longer than he’d thought for his phone to ring.




  Yet it did.




  “It’s Jon,” the disembodied voice on the other end said neutrally. “I’m in town. I wondered if you might want to get together for a beer some night.”




  In town? No. That translated to renting a cabin on the lake. One year lease—George knew everyone—Palmer was fooling himself if he thought he hadn’t already heard all about it.




  “Is this an olive branch?”




  “I’d appreciate no clichés. Use some imagination. It’s just about having a beer.”




  George contemplated the hutch he’d inherited from his grandmother since he was in the kitchen eating some canned chili. Damn, the thick ugly dishes on it were really dusty. Green and white, with leaves and what seemed to be vines but looked more like fat twisted veins. They would never be his choice. The house was a dump in general, but he wasn’t picky. It wasn’t high on his priority list to worry about where he lived and how it looked. “The last time we saw each other, you told me that you wouldn’t care if I disappeared off the face of the earth.”




  It had scared him a little. It had sounded like Jon meant it.




  “You’re still here. Drink?”




  Jon was as smart as ever. He obviously knew George wouldn’t and couldn’t resist. “Why not? We have a lot to say to each other. Maybe you’re finally willing to listen.”




  “I don’t know if I am or not, but nothing in my life makes sense anyway, so I’m willing to give it a shot.”




  “A half an hour at the BB?”




  “Yeah, I’ll be there.” Jon added quietly, “It’ll be good to see you.”




  George hung up and stared at the wall. The paneling was dusty too. Shit. He had twenty-five minutes to contemplate what to say to his former best friend. The history between them was huge, and they’d alternately liked and hated each other since childhood, but this meeting was preordained and he’d known it was coming since the day Jon left Black Lake.




  That was fine. They needed to talk.




  About a lot of things, but mostly about that fateful last time they saw each other.




  That sounded so damned stupid and dramatic, George thought as he got up and went to go empty the trash. He didn’t run the large company for the six or seven figure salary. He was a professor at a small community college, and he knew he was adequate, but no more than that, and it rankled a little. Oh, he understood how the universe worked and there were people like him, who muddled along, and people like Jon Palmer who raced past in a blaze of glory.




  It was odd because he’d always wondered who he would rather be. It was a game he’d played with himself, and the result was fifty-fifty.




  On a brave day, he’d rather be the hero.




  On a practical day, he’d rather be the plain professor.




  Always, he’d rather dodge the ghosts of the past but it couldn’t always be done. He dumped the trash, put on his best pants, and foraged for a nice shirt that didn’t need an iron, so he could meet an old friend for a tasteless beer at a bar that could pass for another thousand such places in their fine state.




  Too bad they’d quit making Grain Belt, his old man had always groused. That was truly a Minnesota brew and he’d grown up on it, stealing from his father’s stash. He might have been ten his first time. It tasted like stale piss probably, but memories were memories.




  Twenty minutes later, he walked into the Brown Bottle Tavern, picked out a booth instead of sitting at the bar like he usually did, and greeted the middle-aged waitress by name. “Rita, I’ll have a draft Leinie.”




  “Coming right up.”




  When Jon walked in, George was taking his first sip and contemplating nothing more cerebral than wondering why they had never replaced that bulb in the beer sign above the bar. It had been dead since he could legally walk through the door and that was almost two decades ago. Probably could be considered an antique by now. It was uselessly plugged in, too. He could see the cord running down the wall to the socket.




  In an uncanny echo of his thoughts, Jon said by way of greeting, “Some things never change, do they? I’ve always wondered why they even have that damn sign.”




  “Oh, Black Lake is pretty much like you remember it.” George didn’t offer his hand, but then again neither did Jon. “So are you.”




  It was true. Jon was just as good-looking, maybe women might think even more so, with a little maturity. He irritatingly hadn’t started to go bald or put on a paunch. Instead he looked fit, was dressed far too well for the Brown Bottle, and had a tan he did not acquire in Chicago. He slid into the opposite side of the booth and Rita was there instantly—she would be, she even flirted with George and his hair was thinning and he was now wearing a size 38 waist—and Jon just pointed at George’s glass and smiled. “Whatever he’s having is fine. Thank you.”




  She was wearing too much mascara, jeans a size too small and a T-shirt that said, Kiss My Ass, and yet George could still swear she blushed. Yeah, some things really never changed. Jon also didn’t notice, which was pretty typical. He took the attention for granted, and why shouldn’t he? It had happened his entire life.




  As a second rate psychology professor, George was interested in the person sitting across from him from an academic point of view, but there was also his personal reaction to the situation. There was a lifetime of complex feelings about this man on several levels.




  They didn’t say anything until Rita delivered the beer and pointedly swung her hips as she walked away. Then George asked point blank, “What’s up?”




  Jon glanced up from watching himself smooth the moisture from the sides of his glass with his long, graceful fingers. “In a nutshell? I quit my job, got divorced, and decided to come back to maybe settle a few things in my head. I was sitting on a Caribbean beach, watching pretty girls in bikinis walk by but thinking about this place, so I decided maybe it was time to banish the ghosts.”




  That explained the tan anyway.




  “Reconcile the past?” George just ventured an educated guess there. “Do you think that’s possible?”




  “I’m not sure.” Jon finally took a drink from his beer. In the background a country song started that involved something about partying when the sun went down. Kenny Chesney. George had always liked it, but it was a little incongruous in Minnesota at this time of year—or maybe any time of the year, at that. Jon said, “You’re the professor.”




  “And you are the one who got a scholarship against all odds to a prestigious university. You never would tell me your SAT score. Why? I assume because it was off the charts. Come on, Jon. You’re almost disturbingly intelligent. We’ve known each other since kindergarten. Why are you back here, of all places, instead of on that island screwing some of those half-naked young women when you aren’t relaxing in the sun?”




  Jon had the nerve to not even argue or look flattered at the compliment. But then again, it was the truth.




  “I’m starting to think I don’t have a very pragmatic view of the world.”




  That could actually be true, but what the hell did it mean?




  “If that can be interpreted as you don’t understand the dynamics of human interaction,” George informed him dryly, “none of us do. Take my word for it. I am supposed to be somewhat of an expert on the subject. I’m a psychology professor, remember?”




  “I certainly miscalculated when I married. Besides, I don’t know if human is the word I would use.”




  “To describe your wife?”




  “Ex-wife. And true, inhuman could apply at times, but if I really felt that way, I would never have left my children with her. She’s a lot of things, and bitch is at the top of the list, but she’s a good mother.”




  “Did you consider taking them?”




  Jon gazed at him steadily. “And bring them here? Would you?”




  He had a valid point.




  His friend went on as if they were discussing the weather. “She’s petty and venal, but that mainly kicks in when I’m involved. To be fair, with them she’s pretty good. I’m not referring to her.”




  Okay, so they were going to discuss what had brought Jon back. He’d wondered. George tilted his head and considered his response carefully. “What word would you use?”




  “We both know human doesn’t apply to the topic of this conversation.”




  He took a long pull from his drink before he commented. “Are we just going to talk in circles? We haven’t seen each other in a long time.”




  “Not since that night.”




  That night.




  Jon picked up his glass. “How many people have disappeared around here since then?”




  


  





  




  





  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 3




  




  History is fascinating.




  I’d always thought so, even before my death and I wasn’t convinced even now that the repetition of offenses wasn’t just an inevitable cycle. Men sinned, they repented or paid the price, and then it happened again. We try, but we can’t succeed on a consistent basis and it surprises only those who have never sat down and thought about it.




  Our imperfections amaze me.




  It isn’t that I think my expectations are so high. Quite the opposite. If I had to define it, I would say that beings so capable of graciousness and generosity also can sink to a level of depravity that defies my imagination.




  I think my attitude makes perfect sense considering why I was killed.




  




  Sheriff Troy Walda regularly cruised the parking lot of the Brown Bottle and never before had he seen a BMW parked there. It was sleek and black and its pedigree stuck out among the old pickup trucks and four-wheel drives. People who could afford a car like that one took one look at the battered façade of the unpainted front of the bar and the rutted lot and passed it by, no matter how badly they needed a drink.




  He wanted one now. So much that if he thought about it he would start to sweat, but he’d been sober for two years and it hadn’t been an easy road. Luckily he could stand the smell of stale beer; he just couldn’t look at the whiskey bottles behind the bar. His wife still had a glass on the side—never in front of him, he’d give her that—and when she did, he wouldn’t touch her but pretended to fall asleep in his recliner in front of the television. He was like a damned shark that could detect a drop of blood in a million gallons of water and sleeping next to her when she smelled like booze was not an option.




  He had a suspicion he knew why she needed a stiff drink now and then, but just tried to not think about it. There were things he could fix and some he couldn’t.




  Since this was a small town, he was a little curious as to the owner of that expensive automobile. This was his territory, after all. He made it a point to know everyone, and everyone knew him. Illinois plates never thrilled him either. The FIB population in the summer swelled, but right now was at low tide.




  FIB stood for fucking Illinois bastards. They came up to vacation and to enjoy the lakes and he didn’t have an issue with either one of those things, but they broke the speeding laws like they didn’t even exist and were often aggressive when given a ticket. Besides, he was bored. During the summer they had tourists, but in the fall, it all started to settle as winter received that inevitable nudge and sharpened its claws and teeth.




  His cousin was there. He recognized George’s car by the license plate. PROF 11 surrounded by a University of Wisconsin plate holder. Otherwise it was a pretty ordinary silver compact like thousands out there. Ordinary described George pretty well, but Troy liked him probably more than most of the people in his family. At least their mean old witch of a grandmother had said her good-byes to this world finally.




  That was something.




  “Brian.” He walked in and nodded to the bartender. “No trouble. Just saw George was here. Haven’t seen him in a few.”




  “Hi Troy. Over there.” The man raised his chin at the corner.




  Sure enough, George was in earnest conversation with a man wearing an expensive jacket that matched the car, and Troy recognized him with a small shock of dismay.




  Jon Palmer?




  Oh hell. This day just got better and better. He walked over slowly, giving them time to see him coming, his boots scraping the sticky floor. Without thinking about it he settled his hand on his weapon.
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