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  CHAPTER 1


  Up North


  I raise the ax handle for the third blow and my arm disobeys me, stiffening above my head, my hand tangled in knots of shouldn’ts and shoulds and all those second thoughts that I swore wouldn’t stop me. My chest burns to take in oxygen. My body trembles with a crystalline rage, and my mind screams orders to my mutinous hand. For Christ’s sake, get it over with. This is what you came here for. Kill him!


  But the ax handle doesn’t move.


  A surge of emotion boils up from somewhere deep inside of me, building to such a violent pitch that I can’t hold it in, and I let loose a howl that fills the spaces between the trees and whips through the forest like an artic wind swirling skyward until it fades into nothingness.


  And still the ax handle doesn’t move.


  Why can’t I kill this man?


  He’s on his back, unconscious, his eyes rolled up behind the slits of his eyelids. His arms are bent at the elbows, hands sticking up in the air. His fingers curl into sharp hooks, as if clawing at something that’s not there. Maybe in the dark corners of his senseless brain he’s still fighting with me—grabbing for my throat or plunging his fish knife into my ribs. But the fight is over; he’ll realize that soon enough.


  My chest is on fire, the frozen air scraping my lungs with white-hot bristles. Exhaustion kicks at my knees until I tilt back, planting my butt in the snow, the ax handle sinking to rest at my side. It’s maybe five degrees out here, but I’m burning up under my coat. I pull the zipper down to expose myself to the winter air, and it chills the sweat that clings to my flannel shirt. I lift my collar to cover my mouth and breathe through the material, letting the dampness of my exhale moisten the cloth, smoothing down the serrated edge of my inhales.


  The man just beyond my feet should be dead, but that last strike didn’t land true. Excuses line up on my tongue, bitter seeds waiting to be spit to the ground. I was tired from the chase, and I was off balance when I hit him. I started the swing of my ax handle ready to send a hanging slider into the upper deck, my aim zeroed in on that soft plate beside his left eye. But he lunged at me with a fishing knife. Dodging the blade caused me to tilt enough that it changed my swing from a death blow to a knockout. Such is the difference an inch can make.


  The man’s head twitches, and his right hand jerks and falls to his side—a mean dog having a bad dream. A tiny trail of blood trickles from beneath his stocking cap. It follows a path down the side of his head to where it has been dripping off his left ear, creating a red blossom in the snow. I watch his torso slowly rise and fall. He breathes, and that irks me. I should have killed him in the heat of the fight; that’s how it was supposed to happen—no contemplation, just action and reaction. He had a knife. I had a headless ax handle. A club verses a blade, that’s about as fair as it gets, isn’t it?


  Fair. Why do I care about fair? If things were reversed and I was the one scratching at the dead air, he would not hesitate to kill me. He doesn’t deserve the courtesy of fairness. Yet I remain ensnared by childhood notions of right and wrong, impressions as thin as tissue, but layered so thick in my memory that they have become walls of stone. I am somehow tethered to the black-and-white world of my youth as I struggle to pull myself toward a shadow of gray. I’m not that boy anymore.


  I try to clear the tar from my thoughts. One more hit will put him to rest. One more swing of the ax handle is all I need. My fingers tighten around my weapon.


  It’s then that I hear the whisper of her words, faint, mixing with the breeze that’s whistling through the nettle. She’s speaking with that same tsk of disappointment that she sometimes used when I was a child. Is this what you’ve become, Max Rupert? Nancy asks. Is this who you are?


  I loosen my grip on the ax handle. I hadn’t thought of Nancy in years, and now when I need her least, the goblins of my subconscious find it necessary to summon her memory from the dust. I don’t want her interference. Not today. I squeeze my eyes shut and her ghost disappears.


  The man starts to move, rolling like some newborn larva, blind to the world but coming to understand that something has gone terribly wrong. I had hit the man hard—twice—but not hard enough, because he didn’t die. The gurgle of each exhale lifts up from the back of his throat like a snore. He’ll be waking soon.


  I climb to my feet and square up like I’m getting ready to split a log. This time, it’s not a random whisper of Nancy’s voice in the breeze that stops me. It’s a memory that took a full day to create, but comes back to me now in a starburst so brief that I can barely blink before it’s gone. I was in fifth grade and had just left the cafeteria on my way to recess, racing at a pretty good clip. As I neared the entrance to the playground, a couple of sixth-grade boys came around the corner, walking toward me. I didn’t know either one of them, but I would learn later that the bigger of the two was a kid named Hank Bellows.


  As we passed each other, Hank threw his shoulder into me, sending me careening into a wall. I bounced off the brick and went sprawling across the asphalt, the ground chewing up a good chunk of skin on my forearm. I looked up to see both boys laughing as they continued their walk to the cafeteria.


  When my father heard the explanation for my wound, he lit into me like it had somehow been my fault, as if my weakness brought this on. “You can’t let that stand,” he said. I could smell the beer in his words. “It don’t matter that he’s a sixth grader or that he’s bigger than you. You have to call him on what he did. He’ll never respect you as a man if you don’t stand up for yourself. It’s up to you, and no one else, to make this right. That’s what a man does—he makes it right. You want to be a man, don’t you?”


  I didn’t need his encouragement. I already had plans for Hank.


  But later, after my dad fell asleep watching TV, Nancy came to my room, carrying a first-aid kit. She had moved into our house when I was five and, as near as I could tell at the time, she was my dad’s girlfriend. Her touch was gentle and her words soft. She asked me to go through the incident again as she washed dried blood from the wound. I told her what had happened from beginning to end.


  “You’re pretty mad at Hank, aren’t you?”


  “I’m going to kick his—” I stopped myself because Nancy didn’t like profanity, even though profanity seemed to be half of my dad’s daily vocabulary.


  “Being mad doesn’t feel good, does it?” She lifted a dollop of salve to spread on the abrasion. I braced for the sting, but it never came. “All that anger you have inside you?”


  I gave a shrug.


  “I’ve been angry like that before. For me it felt like I had a stone pressing down on my chest. Can you feel that?”


  I don’t remember if I could feel a stone, exactly, but I could feel something, so I nodded.


  “There’s an old saying that a person who goes looking for revenge should dig two graves. Have you ever heard that before?”


  I shook my head no.


  “It means that you’re not solving the problem by getting revenge. You’re only making it worse. You’re making it just as bad for yourself as for the other person. You see what I’m saying?”


  As she spoke, I relived getting thrown into that wall and I could feel the anger crawling up my throat. My eyes began to tear up, and I wanted Nancy out of my room. I didn’t want her to see me cry. She didn’t say anything more as she cut and taped gauze to my arm. I know now that she was letting her words sink in.


  When she’d finished, she returned her supplies to the kit. Then she turned to me and said, “Tomorrow, when you go to school, you do what you think is right. But don’t do it because your father told you to do it or because I told you not to. You’re the one who has to live with what you do.”


  The man at my feet moans again and I’m pulled out of my thoughts, Nancy’s words fading into silence. I curse myself for letting that memory find daylight. I’m not ten years old, and this isn’t about a skinned-up arm. It’s about much more.


  But what if he doesn’t understand? What if the man at my feet doesn’t know which of his many sins has brought him here? What if I kill him and he doesn’t understand why? He needs to know why. Her name must be his last thought—its echo should be the last sound he hears before darkness chokes him.


  Snow, thin like fire ash, is falling on the man’s face, pulling him back to consciousness. I tap my leg with the ax handle. It would be foolish to let him wake up to continue our fight. But I’m not ready to kill him yet. I know that now. I knew it back when I couldn’t strike that third and final blow, only I didn’t understand it then. I need something from him—something more than just his death. I need to hear him admit that he killed my wife.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 2


  Minneapolis—Three Days Ago


  It was only three days ago that I first listened to the two men as they planned my wife’s murder. Their conversation, a slow, drawling phone call that bounced off of satellite towers four and a half years earlier, had been preserved on a compact disc—insurance against faithless co-conspirators was my guess. Now that disc spun inside my laptop, their small words filling my house, their cold, rusty voices ripping into me, gutting me, leaving me hollow and weak. These were the men who killed my wife.


  When the recording ended, my house fell silent except for the sound of my own breath billowing through my nostrils in short bursts. My mouth watered as though I were going to throw up. Maybe I was going to throw up. Chaotic thoughts broke against my skull, words careening off bone and leaving behind a twisted muddle. These two men were talking about Jenni. They were discussing how they were going to end her life, and they were doing it with the nonchalance reserved for weather chitchat or reading a lunch menu.


  I stood up from the couch because my legs demanded it. A sudden burst of energy sent me walking in circles around my living room. I wanted to hit something. I wanted to kick and tear and destroy things. I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs, anything to purge the anguish from my body. I raised my hand to punch the wall, but stopped short, grabbing my head instead, my hands squeezing into my temples. I clenched my teeth and swallowed the explosion that fought to get out. I pressed everything inward, holding fast to a rage more pure and more acrid than anything I have ever before tasted. I kept it all in. The time would come for that to be unleashed, but not yet.


  When I opened my eyes, I was myself again, calm, steady, thinking, breathing. I stepped to my front door and opened it a crack to let in some cold air. Eighteen degrees below zero. Not unusual for Minneapolis on December 31st, but this winter seemed colder than normal. I breathed in, filling my lungs with what felt like raw ice, and then slowly exhaled. Outside, the afternoon sun had already started its slide toward the horizon. Evening came so early this time of year.


  I had no plans for that night. Even before Jenni died—before she was murdered—we rarely went out on New Year’s Eve. We had refined our tradition to a simple evening of popcorn, old movies, and a kiss at midnight. That was my idea, or my fault, depending on who you asked. Jenni, the free spirit, loved to dance and dress up and enjoy a well-prepared meal at a nice restaurant. She was the one who found significance in the small squares on the calendar. I once told her that I didn’t see the need to celebrate the arbitrary end of another rotation around the sun. On this score, she ignored me completely, and we celebrated birthdays and anniversaries and a plethora of lesser occasions.


  After Jenni’s death, those occasions, even the lesser ones, remained my connection to her. I found her thread woven through almost every part of my existence, a tapestry once vibrant and alive now in danger of fading away. But it didn’t fade. I wouldn’t let it. Every turn of the page brought some new reason to remember her: our first date, the day I told her I loved her, the day I proposed, birthdays, holidays, the day she died.


  I didn’t watch old movies that first New Year’s Eve without her. The wound—a mere five months old—was still too fresh to relive such a tradition alone. Instead, I drank scotch until I threw up on myself. I did a lot of drinking that year—not the steady drip of sneaking shots into my coffee cup. No. My drinking came in torrents—binge sessions that amplified the tiniest memory into a mind-numbing cacophony. I could go from breaking the seal to bed spins in less time than it took to play one of her favorite CDs.


  I probably would have continued down that path had it not been for the scene I’d made at the cemetery on the first anniversary of her death. It was whiskey that night, enough that I passed out hugging the grass above Jenni’s grave. Security guards had kicked me out of the cemetery when it closed earlier, but I wasn’t done talking to my dead wife, and I still had half a pint of Jim Beam. I retain a vague recollection of climbing back over the wrought-iron fence, relying more on luck than skill to keep from impaling myself on the railhead spikes that surrounded the cemetery.


  I was found there by my brother, Alexander, and a friend by the name of Boady Sanden—at least he’d been a friend back then. They managed to drag me out through a side gate, with no security guard being the wiser. That night had become a solemn memory, but that memory—that friendship with Boady—went up in flames, the way tinder is supposed to, I guess. We were a pairing that should never have been, a homicide detective and a defense attorney. Other cops told me that it was unnatural. I probably should have listened.


  As I contemplated the start of another year without Jenni—my fifth now—I held no thought of Boady Sanden. I had planned to spend that New Year’s Eve sitting alone in a house that hadn’t changed its mood since the day she died, watching black-and-white movies until sleep took me. That plan fell away with a ringing of a door bell. I wasn’t expecting company; and when I answered the door, I saw Boady Sanden standing before me, his back braced against the cut of the frigid wind. It was all I could do not to punch him in the face.


  “Can I come in?” he asked.


  Images of our friendship passed between us like a train speeding by. There had been some good times. But then I remembered the day our friendship ended.


  Two months ago, I’d been testifying in a case for which I was the lead investigator and Boady the defense attorney. It wasn’t our first time playing that game, although it had been several years since I had to face one of his tough cross-examinations. But that day, Sanden blindsided me. He brought out a reprimand I’d received for digging into my wife’s death, an act forbidden of a detective like myself. Sanden, my friend, accused me of playing loose with my investigation, of worrying more about Jenni’s death than about his client’s case. He paraded that reprimand in front of the jury, telling them that I had lost my mind from grief and had not done a proper job.


  Boady Sanden torched our friendship in defense of a worthless piece of garbage, and in doing so committed, what was for me, an unforgivable sin.


  “Five minutes of your time,” he said. “That’s all. After that, I’ll leave and never bother you again. Just five minutes.”


  I was about to shut the door in his face when I saw the briefcase in his hand and the serious look in his eye. Against my better judgment, I let him in.


  More words went unspoken in our brief meeting than were actually said. He had something that he needed to give to me, an olive branch, or maybe this was his way of clearing his conscience. When he left, I held in my hand a criminal file with the name Ray Kroll written on the tab—a stolen file that I was never supposed to possess. Inside that file was a CD that Boady said I should listen to, a CD that might hold the secret to Jenni’s death.


  After Boady left, I played the recording and felt my world tilt.


  
    Hello?


    Yeah, it’s me.


    The boss said you’d be calling. What’s up?


    We have a job. I need you to lift a car. Keep it clean. No fingerprints. No DNA. Wear gloves.


    I know what I’m doing.


    We have to deal with someone right away.


    Send a message?


    No. Extreme prejudice. Hit-and-run.


    Great. Another drop of blood and we do all the work.


    This is serious. It’s a cop’s wife.


    A what?


    You heard me. She stumbled onto something she shouldn’t have. If we don’t move fast, we’ll all be fucked. I don’t like this any more than you do.


    When?


    Today. 3:00.


    Where?


    Hennepin County Medical Center. There’s a parking garage on the corner of Eighth and Chicago. Meet me on the top floor. I’ll fill you in there. I’m not sure if they have cameras at the entrance, so cover your face when you drive in.

  


  The voices belonged to two men. The first to talk answered the phone with a thick “hello” and was likely the one who recorded the call because his voice, deep and throaty, came through more clearly than the other. He spoke with that kind of permanent slur that I’ve heard in men who spend their lives around bars, his words dragging like he’d just woken up.


  The boss said you’d be calling, he said. This man had a boss; he was an employee—a henchman. He understood that he was expected to follow orders, even if it meant killing a woman that he apparently didn’t know.


  
    It’s a cop’s wife.


    A what?

  


  I could hear an edge of surprise, maybe even concern in his voice. The Henchman didn’t know Jenni. He didn’t know the target.


  The second man’s voice was a little harder to hear, like he was talking through wax paper. Despite the bad connection, I could make out the professional tone, the steady calm of someone who handled stress well, someone who could plan a murder and not trip on his words. This man, the Planner, came across more clipped and trimmed than the Henchman. Educated, I would say. Concise. No chitchat. There was something about his voice that struck me as familiar, not like an old friend or relative, but familiar as though maybe we had met once—chatted at some point in our lives. That was probably just wishful thinking.


  The Planner knew who I was. He knew that Jenni was a cop’s wife. When I heard those words the first time, my breath knotted up in my chest. It had been my fault, just as I believed. Jenni died because she was my wife. She died because of my actions, because of my sins. They were going to kill a cop’s wife to get even with the cop. I had suspected that for some time, and the Planner’s words now confirmed it . . . at least that’s what I thought.


  But then he continued. She stumbled onto something she shouldn’t have.


  I missed that line the first time that I listened to the recording. After he said they were going to kill a cop’s wife, the next words fell behind a thick hum of rage. It wasn’t until I played it a second time that I heard the reason for Jenni’s death, and it made no sense to me. Who would want to kill a hospital social worker? She did nothing but help people. I must have heard it wrong. I played it again, and I heard it again: She stumbled onto something she shouldn’t have.


  I stopped the CD and backed away from my laptop as though it had turned venomous. It had never occurred to me that Jenni died because of something she did or something she knew, no more than it would occur to me that the sun might, one day, set in the east. I was supposed to be the target. I was supposed to be the reason. I was a homicide detective. I was the one who had enemies. Not her.


  I couldn’t stop pacing. I couldn’t sit down. I went to the front door and opened it again, letting another wave of frigid air slap me in the face. I left the door open until my eyelashes began to frost over and stick together. When I closed the door, my head was quiet, and the world no longer spun backward.


  I returned to my laptop and played the CD again and again, writing down every word they said, listening for accents and sounds in the background. After listening to it for the tenth time, the words held no sway over my blood pressure and I saw the CD for what it was—a gift. All these years, I’d been looking down when I should have been looking up. I had discovered more about Jenni’s death in one hour, on that bone-chilling New Year’s Eve, than I had learned over four and a half years of digging.


  I closed my laptop and looked down at the pad of paper in front of me, my eyes focusing on one line: The boss said you’d be calling. I turned to a blank page and wrote three words: Boss, Planner, and Henchman.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 3


  Our home in Logan Park was the kind of house you’d drive by every day and never notice. Blue siding. A modest front yard cut in half by a sidewalk. A fenced-in backyard with a garage off the alley. Small by most measures, it had always been big enough for the two of us. After Jenni died, the house seemed to expand and contract depending on the strength of her memory, inhaling and exhaling, breathing deepest when I missed her the most.


  Jenni’s china figurines watched me from the fireplace mantle as I paced around the living room, mumbling to myself, debating my next move. The file that Boady had stumbled upon, the stolen file that now lay on my coffee table, had to be the key. Boady didn’t know how important his single contribution might be. How could he? He didn’t know about the other puzzle pieces that I was hiding in my house.


  I went to a drawer in my bedroom and brought out my other file, a file I had secretly copied from the archive room at City Hall. I put it on the coffee table next to its new sister. As I stared at the two files, I became swept up in the hope that somewhere in those pages lurked the secret that would lead me to my wife’s killer, one file filling in the gaps left by the other, consonants and vowels finally joining together to give meaning to the noise.


  My thoughts settled as the path ahead of me became clear. The time had come to toss aside half measures and shadow investigations. Like a base jumper committing to the leap, I would either succeed spectacularly or fail spectacularly. What I would no longer do, though, is waver.


  With our master bedroom on the main floor, we rarely went upstairs, which held two small bedrooms and a bathroom. We kept one of the upstairs bedrooms nice for company to stay in. That room was also going to be the nursery when—if—that time ever arrived. Even before the wedding, we talked about having children, a plan that fell behind careers and the daily pressures of life. Then, one day, Jenni called me up to the guest room in the middle of a spring afternoon. When I walked in, I found her lying on her back, completely naked except for a bracelet on her left wrist. It was a piece of jewelry she had never worn before, her great-grandmother’s bracelet, an heirloom that carried over a hundred years of history.


  Jenni had shown me the bracelet back when we were still dating, a simple chain with six golden charms on it, each about the size and shape of a dime. On each charm had been inscribed a name. Three of the names were those of Jenni’s grandmother and her grandmother’s two brothers. Two more names belonged to Jenni’s mother, Alice, and Jenni’s aunt, Helen. The sixth charm carried Jenni’s name. Great Grandma Mary had started the tradition of inscribing the names of her children on the bracelet, adding a new charm with each new birth. Now the tradition had fallen to us.


  Jenni’s nakedness surprised me and was a happy interruption of my afternoon. When I had lain beside Jenni, she told me that she had made a decision. The time had come to have a child. We’d been risking the possibility for a while, but now, she said, it was time to get serious. She wanted to make me a father, and she chose to begin that journey in the room that would become the nursery.


  I slipped the bracelet off of her wrist and hooked it on a nail above the headboard where a picture of ducks once hung. And there the bracelet would remain—for years, a symbol of what we lacked. We never made love in that room again, and, over time, we both stopped visiting the guest room all together. I think neither of us could take the daily reminder that not all trees bore fruit.


  The second upstairs bedroom had been turned into a storage room, filled with everything from old textbooks and unused exercise equipment to boxes of clothing. I don’t remember being inside either of those rooms since Jenni’s death, but now, that time had arrived. I needed a war room, a place where I could immerse myself in Jenni’s case with no distractions, a place where I could release my inner Mr. Hyde and indulge in my own form of masochism, like those penitents who flog themselves into religious ecstasy. In this room, I would purge all other thoughts from my head and focus on one task—hunting down the people responsible for my wife’s death.


  With that inspiration, I went to the guest room to begin my work.


  Before anything else, I wanted to remove the bracelet from the wall. I didn’t need the weight of that history distracting me. When I went to pull it from its nail, it was gone. I hadn’t noticed before. Jenni must have packed it away with all of the other reminders of our broken dream. If I had looked for the bracelet, I probably would have found it in the storage room, in a pink sewing kit that also came to us as an heirloom, a box that held Jenni’s bronzed baby shoes and the hospital band they wrapped around her wrist on the day she was born.


  I took a moment to let the memory pass and then went to work.


  First, I took apart the bed, hauling its slats and rails out to the garage and leaning the box spring and mattress against the wall at the top of the stairs. I dragged the dresser to the storage room and emptied the bookcase of its books, throwing them into the dusty bathtub of the upstairs bathroom. Within a couple hours, I had emptied the guest room of all of its contents other than the bare bookshelf, which I figured I could use.


  I would need lots of table space, which I didn’t have, so I popped the hinge pins off the doors of both bedrooms and the bathroom. They were cheap, hollow-core doors with flat, smooth surfaces. Laying them on boxes I’d taken from the storage room, I created three tables, which I arranged into a horseshoe.


  Satisfied with my effort, I brought up my laptop, a dining room chair, and the two files. As I began organizing my investigation, I heard the pop of firecrackers in the distance, their lonely clap offering proof that, even in subzero temperatures, people can’t resist bothering neighbors when it’s New Year’s Eve. I looked at my watch and saw that midnight had just passed.


  Thus began my fifth New Year’s Day without her.


  I opened the first file, the thicker of the two—the file that led to my reprimand last year. Swiping it from the archive room was an act that would not have garnered a second glance, much less a reprimand, had it not been my wife’s case. I made a copy of the file, kept the clone, and returned the original to its home. The case was originally assigned to Detective Louis Parnell, who was given instructions not to pass anything along to me. There were rules against such things. I was the victim’s husband. If Jenni’s death had been anything other than a hit-and-run, I would be the top suspect. Nothing personal; that’s just where most spousal murders ended up.


  I knew Louis well, and it didn’t take long for him to break his silence about the case. It also didn’t take him long to conclude that Jenni’s death was nothing more than what it had appeared to be—a hit-and-run. Just as that man on the CD, the Planner, had intended.


  Parnell’s final report concluded that Jenni had been walking through the Hennepin County Medical Center parking ramp and had been hit by a yellow Toyota Corolla. He knew the make, model, and color of the car because of paint transfer on Jenni’s clothing and part of a headlight that remained behind. I don’t think Parnell spent all that much time looking for the car, and I don’t believe he lost too much sleep over not finding it. I didn’t fault him for that. His efforts didn’t matter, because I had been looking for that car. Nights and weekends. An obsession at first, but as months turned into years, it took on the pattern of a hobby—walking through junkyards and randomly stopping by body shops, leaving my card wherever I went.


  Then, four months ago, I found the car—or rather the car found me. An anonymous envelope with a cryptic note and storage-room key sent me, once again, into the night in search of the yellow Corolla. And, by God, this time I found it—me—the husband. I was responsible for the break in the case. I was the one moving the game pieces forward. And still, I was the one who was once again frozen out of the investigation—reprimanded for sticking my nose where it didn’t belong.


  Like a dutiful Boy Scout following the rules, I turned my evidence over to my commander—well, maybe I didn’t follow all the rules. I had come too far to pay attention to needless roadblocks. So, I kept the clone file. I got my ass chewed when Commander Walker found out that I’d taken the file home; he had to do it, but he never asked if I’d made a copy. I always figured Walker didn’t want to know. He was a good man that way.


  The second file, the Kroll file, was another story all together. When he handed the file to me, Boady told me, flat out, that he had secreted it out of the office of a dead attorney named Ben Pruitt. Boady had been placed in charge of resolving the dead man’s cases and client funds. Sanden would lose a great deal if his deed ever came to light. Friend or not, that would be a line I’d never cross.


  I turned my attention first to the Ray Kroll file and read that he was a small-time criminal who graduated to the big leagues by bashing a guy’s head in with a brick. I had never heard of Ray Kroll, nor could I remember Jenni ever mentioning the guy’s name. Yet his file held the key to Jenni’s death. It was in Kroll’s file that Boady found the CD of the telephone conversation.


  I laid the contents of the two files out across the tables, separating stacks of police reports, witness transcripts, pictures. There were some pictures, however, that would remain tucked away in a sealed folder. When I took Jenni’s hit-and-run file to the copy center, I gave the clerk instructions to place all the photos of her body into a special folder and tape the edges shut. I had never looked at those pictures, and I never would, unless it became gun-to-the-head important. I had enough nightmares without having to wrestle with those images.


  There were nights when I dreaded closing my eyes, knowing how my Freudian cup had runneth over. Usually, those dreams didn’t start off all that bad. In fact, they often began in a world where Jenni and I had been happy, sitting on the porch and playing gin rummy or wading through the shallows up at the cabin. I liked that part of the dream, but that part never lasted. Soon the sky would grow black and the air cold and Jenni would be ripped away from me. The dream that came to me most often involved a pack of wolves, their eyes glowing, their teeth long, silver, and dripping with appetite. In their snarls I could hear the whisper of Jenni’s name, and in their eyes I saw my condemnation for having failed her.


  But now I had Kroll’s file and the CD. I knew about the Planner, the Henchman, and the Boss. The time had come to go on the hunt.


  I did an Internet search for Raymond Kroll and Ray Kroll and R. Kroll. The man had done a pretty good job of living under the radar. I had his date of birth and address, so I could weed through the Ray Krolls who had nothing to do with my investigation. I found his mug shot; but, more than anything, I wanted to hear his voice, compare it to the voices on the CD. If only he had made a YouTube video or something. But I found nothing.


  I went back to the paper reports on my table, poring over them until my eyelids became heavy and my mind thick. I fought to keep sleep at bay, as though calling a halt to my work that night might make it all disappear, nothing more than a hallucination born of my desperation.


  When I finally went to bed, I found myself floating in an unfamiliar calm, a strange concoction of equal parts wariness and excitement. Yet one final thought kept me from nodding off. Everything I had in my possession, all of my evidence, had been pilfered. None of it came through legal channels. None of it would be admissible in a trial—a small detail that would undoubtedly grow into one of those insurmountable problems.


  How would I explain the CD? I had the voices of the men who killed my wife, but no jury would ever hear them. I couldn’t say that a friend of mine stole a file from another attorney’s office. Boady would lose his license to practice law, and that would only be the start. In the end, the evidence would get kicked out and the killers would walk away free. I may end up uncovering the truth about what happened to Jenni, but those men who plotted and carried out her murder would never be convicted in a court of law.


  I tried to put that minor wrinkle aside and get some sleep. I felt oddly hopeful as I meandered between wake and sleep, ready to take on those demons that prowled in the darkest fissures of my subconscious. Maybe tonight would be the night that I would stop the wolves. Then, as I was about to fall asleep, a new thought brought me back from the deep dark. This thought was not calming; it made my heart thump inside my chest. Fear? Excitement? I wasn’t sure, to be honest.


  Yes, it was undeniable that this evidence would never be admissible at trial. But it struck me that there would be no trial if the wolves were dead.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 4


  Up North


  The man is stirring. He’s trying to speak, but the garbles that stumble from his mouth make no sense. I should tie him up while he’s still in this state of tranquil befuddlement. I take off my gloves and unbuckle my snow pants to get to the belt on my blue jeans. I’m on my knees, pushing through the snow, shuffling around him until I’m above his head. I lift his shoulders to sit him upright.


  He mutters something unintelligible.


  I pull his arms back and wrap my belt around his elbows, buckling them behind his back.


  “What are you . . .” His head flops on top of his neck as he speaks.


  I let him fall back into the snow, and I move to sit across his hips, yanking the drawstring from the waist of my coat, three feet of cord a quarter of an inch thick. I tie one end around the man’s right wrist, cinching it tight enough that I don’t have to worry about him slipping free. He tries to pull his hand away, but with his mind in a fog, his efforts are meaningless. When I grab his left wrist, he yelps in pain. Through the coat sleeve, I can feel that his forearm is swollen from where my ax handle connected. I’m pretty sure it’s broken, and, if it’s not, it won’t be of much use to him.


  We’re in a small clearing no more than twenty feet in from the shore of a large, frozen lake. The clearing gave the deceptive appearance of a portage, which must have drawn him in like a lost man stumbling toward a mirage. But only a few feet into the clearing, he became tangled in a patch of pin-cherry scrub. Our chase had come to an end. He had no choice but to face me and turn his flight into a fight.


  By the time I’d caught up to him, I was so exhausted that I could barely stay on my feet. I lumbered up the embankment, my shaky legs driven forward by a rage that had been on a slow burn for years and was now erupting—my ax handle raised and ready. I didn’t see the knife in his hand as he turned to make his stand. It wouldn’t have mattered if I had seen it. I lunged at him with the ax handle arcing down from above my head. He raised his left arm to block my attack and took the full force of the blow. I swear I heard the sound of the bone breaking.


  He started to go down onto one knee, a half-assed genuflection, but caught himself and struggled to get back to his feet. I swung again. This time, just as the ax handle reached the top of its arc, I saw the glint of the blade in his hand. He fell toward me, the knife aimed at my stomach. I jerked to the right, my feet tangling in the scrub and snow as I drove the ax handle into his head. The jolt reverberated through my palm, and the man went down hard. I raised the ax handle for a third blow, the one that would end his life, but there would be no third blow.


  He’s gaining strength as he resists my effort to tie him up. I grab his broken arm, and the stab of pain wakes him. He speaks with clarity, almost yelling at me, “What the fuck are you doing!”


  He tries to pull his arm free, but I use my knees to push his wrists together. He bellows and curses as my leg presses against what I suspect is a broken ulna. That’s got to hurt something fierce. I bind the cord around his left wrist, then double it back again to his right wrist and tie it tight. I turn around to sit on his knees so I can untie the laces of his boots. He kicks, but his legs barely move under my weight. I pull the laces tight, knotting them so that the collar of each boot pinches into his calves. Then I tie the loose ends of the boot laces to one another, binding his feet together.


  I stand up to inspect what I’ve done. Behind his back, the belt has his arms trussed at the elbows, and his wrists are tethered in front of his stomach with my drawstring, his hands far enough apart that his fingers can’t touch. I pick up his fillet knife and slide it into my boot. He is at my mercy.


  Mercy. I repeat the word in my head. The irony. A wisp of a chuckle escapes my lips and dissolves into the breeze as my thoughts retreat back into darker corners.


  “What’s going on?” he asks. “Who are you?”


  I stand, brush the snow off my pants, and I look around, thinking maybe I can get a fix on where I’m at. Although I had done my best to commit this part of the Superior National Forest to memory, I lost track during the two-mile chase, and I’m not sure if I’m still in Minnesota or if crossing that frozen lake brought me into Canada. My mind begins calculating arguments of jurisdiction and law, and I drop my head to laugh. Still thinking like a cop. I’ll have to get over that.


  I zip my coat shut, now that the cold morning air has found its bite again. The lake looks to be about half a mile across and wide enough from east to west that I cannot see those shores through the haze. A jaundiced sun seeps through low clouds, and the thin veil of falling snow obscures the southern shore, where I can barely make out the smudges of green pine mixed with streaks of white aspen and birch.


  “I think you broke my arm,” he says. “It hurts.” There’s a salesman’s sincerity to his words, which fall barren upon my ears. “Why are you doing this? I don’t understand. Who are you?”


  I walk down to the edge of the lake to clear my head, my gaze lost in the murky distance. We are alone. The closest semblance of civilization is the cabin where the chase began, some two miles away. He started on a snowmobile and I ran on foot. Had he not been in such a hurry, he’d have gotten a better head start. Instead, he wiped out early on a hairpin turn.


  Even if he hadn’t wrecked it, his machine could only take him so far. The snowmobile trail turns into a foot portage where Superior National Forest butts up against the Boundary Waters Canoe Area, well before the Canadian border. From there, he had to run on foot. I would have followed him to the end of the earth, if I had to. He had fear to feed his effort. I had revenge. I was willing to bet that my fuel would burn hotter and longer than anything he could muster.


  But what to do now? If I was back in Minneapolis, there would be procedures to follow—a step-by-step blueprint of how to treat a suspect. Suspect. That’s the wrong word. This isn’t an investigation. I’m not looking for the truth; I know the truth. I need to hear him say what he did. I want him on his knees, blubbering his confession through tears of remorse so sincere that I have no choice but to believe him. I want an act of absolute contrition from this man, and even that might not be enough.


  I’m thirsty. I don’t have water, so I take off my gloves and scoop some snow into my mouth. It melts quickly on my tongue, but it does not quench my thirst. I lift another small handful of snow and for a moment allow myself to take in the beauty of the forest around me.


  There is very little wind, and the man has stopped his yapping, which allows a sense of tranquility to descend on our little corner of the world. In the quiet of the woods, my thoughts turn to what I have lost—what he has taken from me. Jenni would have loved it here, sitting in the middle of nowhere, listening to the snow feather its way through the trees. She loved the woods, and she loved winter.


  I close my eyes, and the smell of pine takes me back to our little house in Logan Park and the Christmas trees we put up every year. Jenni always insisted on the real thing, its scent filling the house, its branches decorated with a hodgepodge of ornaments that we had collected over the years, ornaments that held a special meaning for us: our first Christmas together, souvenirs from trips, and art fairs. She had ornaments from her childhood that she’d made from as far back as preschool.


  Our last Christmas together, we spent the whole day bedecking the house and baking cookies. That night she poured wine and led me to a blanket that she’d spread out in front of the fireplace. There, we made love, her soft skin warmed by the fire, her eyes sparkling with the gentle twinkle of Christmas lights. I looked at her in that moment and wondered, how had a man like me ever gotten so lucky? How had I come to be with a woman so beautiful? So loving?
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