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  CHAPTER 1


  July 1964


  I saw a plume of dust through the window over my desk, and something told me trouble was heading my way. We weren’t expecting anyone—not that we got much company, and it was too far past planting season for it to be the new county extension agent coming to introduce himself.


  I carefully marked the page proof I’d been staring at for an hour, put the lid on my shoe box full of index cards, and gave a thought to running a brush through my hair but decided I didn’t have time.


  Even from half a mile away, I recognized Sheriff Hilo Jenkins’ battered pickup truck.


  Hilo had seen me in worse shape than I was at the moment, and I knew this wasn’t a social call or him checking in on Hank. The sheriff normally reserved those visits for Sundays, after church and a long nap. It tore Hilo up to see my husband bedridden, a tiny shell of the man he was before the accident, but Hilo always came anyway—rain, shine, or subzero temperatures. Sometimes, I thought, just to fill me in on the latest gossip circulating around town; to remind me that I was still alive and that there was more to my life than nursing Hank the best I could and writing indexes for books nobody in North Dakota would probably ever read.


  I took my reading glasses off, stood up, stared at the pile of papers on my desk, the stack of blank index cards next to my Underwood typewriter, then at the pile of books on the floor, overflowing from the shelves. I was in the midst of writing an index to The Forgotten Tribe of Africa and the Myth of Headhunter Civilizations by Sir Nigel Preston. I forced a smile. How odd was it that a farmer’s wife in North Dakota would be responsible for such an important part of a book about headhunters? Life, I had decided not too long after Hank’s accident, sure takes some funny turns.


  With a chill rising up my spine, even though it was midsummer, I slid out of my book-filled office—a spare bedroom that was once reserved for a child who never came—as quietly as I could.


  I peeked in on Hank. I could see his chest rising and falling. He slept peacefully, taking his afternoon nap. Nightmares were reserved for the middle of the night.


  By the time I got to the front porch, Hilo was stepping out of his truck.


  Our dog, Shep, a six-year-old border collie, didn’t bother to bark at Hilo’s truck. The dog knew the sound of the sheriff's engine from a mile away. Instead, Shep circled around Hilo, trying his best to herd him along to get a reward for a job well done. Shep was a good farm dog, more Hank’s than mine since the two of them had spent more time together, but Shep and I had come to an agreeable understanding since the change of our fates. We’d had to rely on each other more than we ever had; he needed to obey me as well as he had obeyed Hank. And for the most part, he did.


  The sky was crystal clear, blue as a freshly polished sapphire. No clouds, a little breeze, songbirds celebrating in the distance. It was about as perfect a summer day as you could ask for. Perfect weather was a rare gem.


  “Hey there, Marjorie.” Hilo nodded and doffed his hat quickly, exposing a bald head with a few wiry white hairs poking out on the sides. Hilo had been the sheriff of Stark County for nearly thirty years.


  “I would have made some lemonade had I known you were coming,” I said, stopping at the edge of the porch.


  “Sorry to barge in on you. How’s Hank?”


  “The same.” To most everyone else, except Hilo, I always responded that Hank was getting better every day. My lie comforted them, made them feel useful. I always smiled and looked into their eyes a little longer than necessary, so they wouldn’t press further. It worked about a quarter of the time.


  Early in grouse season last year, Hank had slipped. The shotgun he was carrying had the safety off. He tumbled forward and the gun went off, spraying his face with bird shot, blinding him in both eyes. The blast stunned him but didn’t knock him out. He staggered forward and slipped again, this time into a gopher hole. Unable to catch himself, he fell backward.


  The fall was the worst part of the accident. Hank fell on a huge rock, fracturing a vertebra and snapping his spine. He couldn’t move or see and he was alone, a trifecta of bad luck. It was only by pure chance that Hilo Jenkins found him before he died.


  I had gotten worried and called Hilo. We met at Hank’s truck and, with a few other deputies, started looking for him. I was grateful that I wasn’t the one who found him. I could never have gotten that image out of my mind. Not that I hadn’t seen some awful things since . . . but that was the end of one way of life and the beginning of another.


  The gloom in our house seemed to extend to the rest of the world a month later when President Kennedy was shot in Dallas. I was sitting in the hospital room when Walter Cronkite made the announcement and wiped a tear from his eye. I was cried out by then. For us, the accident was the end of Hank how I knew him, how I could love him, replaced by a different Hank. One that preferred dying to living. He’d begged for death to take him a million times since our fateful day, since waking to find his life so altered, but the Grim Reaper had been stubborn, deaf to Hank’s pleas and my guilt-ridden prayers. If there was a bright spot to the accident, it was the fact that Hank couldn’t remember a thing about the fall, the pain, or the fear. His memory, like the rest of his body, had been perforated by holes that had yet to heal—and might never heal, as far as the doctors were concerned.


  Hilo nodded again, his gaze lowered to the ground. “You got a minute to sit and talk, Marjorie?” There was a quiver in his voice that I’d never heard before. Not even on the day of Hank’s accident.


  “Sure,” I said, not moving. “Is something the matter?”


  “Why don’t we just sit, Marjorie,” Hilo said. He dug into his pocket, tossed Shep a treat, and nodded his head hard to the right, signaling the dog to leave him alone.


  Shep was more a reader of people, hand motions and such, than a dog who obeyed words. Another sign that he was Hank’s dog and not mine. Words were all Shep and I had. Hank used hand signals to communicate with the dog. I had never paid close enough attention to learn them all.


  Shep took the treat, eased to the bottom of the steps after a quick pat on his thick-coated, black-and-white head, lay down, and enjoyed Hilo’s gift of a half-dollar-sized bone from last night’s round steak.


  “I can put some coffee on,” I said. Hilo was making me nervous.


  “No, that’s fine. Mighty nice of you, Marjorie, but really, I can’t stay long. I just have a question or two for you. This is police business I’m here for.”


  Unsettled by the sheriff's surprise call and uneasiness, I shook my head and sat down on the wicker settee Hank had built for me on our first wedding anniversary. We’d watched many a sunset from that spot. It seemed like so long ago—when everything was fresh and new.


  Hilo leaned against the house a few inches from the front door. A sliver of white paint peeled off the frame and floated to the floor. “There isn’t an easy way to tell you this, but we found Erik Knudsen dead this morning.”


  I felt the air leave my chest. That was the last thing I expected to come out of Hilo’s mouth. “An accident?” I wasn’t sure where the words came from. An automatic response.


  Hilo shook his head no. “Lida, too. They were murdered sometime during the night.”


  Before I could catch my breath, I asked how. It was the same question I’d asked when Hilo came to tell me he’d found Hank in the shape he was in.


  You got accustomed to tragedy on the plains, isolated like we were. The Knudsens’ farm was the next one over, ten minutes as the crow flies. Dickinson was a half-an-hour drive for us in the summer, two hours in the winter, if not more. There was usually no time to flower anything up. I had learned how to get to the point quickly from my father. Some people found it to be an annoying trait, and I’d embarrassed myself on more than one occasion by opening my mouth before I thought things through, but I just couldn’t help myself. I suppose I didn’t want to change. Didn’t see any reason to smooth things over since I spent most of my time with my nose buried in page proofs, writing indexes, tending to Hank, and seeing to the farm the best I could.


  “You sure you want to hear this?” Hilo asked. He peered inside the open door, hoping, I suppose, to catch a glimpse of Hank sleeping.


  “I’ll hear it sooner or later. I’d rather hear it from you so the facts’ll be straight.”


  I gripped the arm of the settee, fending off the urge to run and put a chicken in the oven. Then I chastised myself for running through a list of ingredients, for making sure I had enough of everything in my cupboard to deliver the comfort of a daily meal. I’d always made lists. They helped me stay organized, focused in chaos. I supposed that was one of the reasons I took to writing indexes as easily as I had. Lists came to me as naturally as breathing.


  I searched for a way to relieve my own fear and discomfort. I was as human as everyone else was, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about Hilo’s revelation at that moment.


  “All right,” he said. “They had their throats slit while they were asleep in bed. No sign of a struggle. Probably didn’t know what happened. They had the window open, so we figure whoever did it slipped in and out unseen.”


  “Peter and Jaeger?”


  “Asleep in their own beds. Didn’t hear a thing. Thought it was odd when their mother wasn’t up cooking breakfast, so they went in and checked on them.”


  “And they found them.” I closed my eyes. The chicken didn’t seem to matter any longer.


  Every memory I held dear of the Knudsens flooded my mind, and overflowed silently out of my eyes. I wiped away my tears as Hilo nodded and looked away, out over the empty paddock that reached toward the Knudsens’ farm. Purple Martins dived and careened over it, feeding on mosquitoes and other insects.


  Shep looked up, finished with the treat, content to lie on the ground and watch over the farm. There was concern in the dog’s amber colored eyes. Usually those eyes were focused, certain of their task, but now, the dog looked like he understood every word Hilo was saying. That didn’t surprise me a bit. I’d seen that look in Shep’s eyes before.


  “They called me right away,” Hilo continued. “I guess those boys are orphans now.” He looked down sadly and kicked an imaginary bit of dust off the porch.


  Hilo Jenkins knew more about injustice and the meanness human beings could inflict on one another than I ever would, but it was easy to see that he was shaken to the bone by what he’d found on his plate of duties this morning. I knew him well enough to know that sooner or later he was going to get angry—mad as hell—that there was a murderer wandering around loose in his county.


  Someone had set an edge of uncertainty on every human being within a hundred-mile radius, had taken peace and comfort away with an act that destroyed, and had brought terror to Stark County under Hilo Jenkins’ watch. He took things like that personal.


  We were simple, hardworking people. Not murderers—killers who used sharp knives and evil ways to resolve their problems. At least that was the way it had been before the Knudsens met a death that no one could have ever imagined.


  CHAPTER 2


  Tragedy and neighbors came in all forms on the plains, and on the day Hank had his accident I had been blessed and cursed in one fell swoop.


  It had seemed like the whole town had showed up to pitch in or take a closer look for themselves at our place, at our troubles. But it was the Knudsens who took charge of the farm. They had volunteered to plant the wheat crop in the spring—which they did—then tended to the pigs that would provide meat through the winter and chopped what firewood remained, all the jobs Hank was set to do but couldn’t because he was laid up in the hospital in Dickinson.


  Erik had supervised and Peter and Jaeger, two eager boys barely past their teenage years, had done most of the chores on our place after they finished work on their own farm. Lida had brought dinner for months after the accident became old news and everyone else had gotten on with their lives.


  Peter and Jaeger became like sons to me. At first, I took little joy in watching them work the farm and keep it alive as if it were their own, but after a while, as I secured my routine of tending to Hank after he came home and writing indexes late into the night to keep some money coming in the door, I had found comfort in their continual presence. The boys were ghosts of Hank’s youth and vigor that I could touch and smell. Wheat sprang up in the steps they left behind, shocks promising to pile high at harvest, like golden mounds offered to the deaf God who supposedly resided in the wide, blue sky above.


  Now it was my turn to attend to their loss, to ease Peter and Jaeger’s pain and offer whatever comfort I could. I could barely speak or look into Hilo’s drooping eyes as the news reverberated inside my chest, rattling my heart in a way that made it difficult to breathe.


  “We had to question both of them, you understand,” Hilo said in a sheriff's tone. “Rule them out as suspects.”


  I had not even considered that Peter or Jaeger could be killers.


  “But,” Hilo continued, picking up the fleck of paint off the porch floor, then stuffing it into his pants pocket, “I’m pretty certain that they didn’t have anything to do with it.”


  I sighed. Relieved.


  “Certain, but not one hundred percent positive, you understand,” he added.


  Hilo reached into his other pocket and pulled out a small object, a piece of jewelry, and handed it to me. “This was in Erik’s right hand. I was hoping you could tell me what it means.”


  Shep’s curiosity was piqued, anticipating another treat. But this was no reward. I subtlety shook my head no with a quick glance to the object, and Shep looked away, back to the horizon, searching for coyotes—or whatever else lurked out there.


  The sheriff placed the odd-looking medallion gently in my hand. The center was made of copper and was clean, not tarnished with ancient green flecks at all, so I was immediately curious about its age. In the shade of the bright afternoon sun, I could see an outline of a lightning bolt in the medallion, though it looked like it had been rubbed down by human touch over the years, telling me the amulet was old but cared for. Three runes rimmed the copper; each one had a main character—a wolf, a serpent, and the face of a harried and evil-looking woman. Squiggles of ancient writing circled the smooth edge.


  “It’s an amulet of some kind,” I finally said, holding it out to Hilo. I felt hollow inside, knowing the amulet had been found in Erik Knudsen’s cold, dead hand.


  Hilo stood stiff, silently refusing to take the amulet. “You don’t know what it means? What it says?”


  “It looks like something from Norse mythology, which wouldn’t be surprising coming from around here. I don’t know the language. My Aunt Gilda, my father’s sister, had some old jewelry that had been passed down through the years that kind of looked like this. She traveled the world with her professor husband and collected some great trinkets, things related to our heritage.”


  The sheriff shifted his weight and looked down the lane that led out to the road. “Do you think you could figure out what it says? What it is? I don’t mix well with those college-types in Dickinson, and I figured you’d be the best person to come to. You’re the . . .”


  I nodded, anticipating what Hilo was going to say.


  “. . . smartest person I know.”


  At that moment, my love for books seemed like a curse more than a blessing. Not long after we got Shep, about five years ago, we hit a rough patch on the farm. A drought hit the spring wheat, dropping the yield to an all-time low. The price per bushel was already down because of the bad economy of the late ’50s, during the waning Eisenhower years, and it was forced even lower by the weather.


  A confluence of events struck us hard. Hank had bought a new combine the year before, straining our budget even in the best of times. Knowing our situation was dire, the previous county extension agent, Lloyd Gustaffson, had brought me a packet of paperwork from the United States Department of Agriculture. Inside was a list of courses designed for farmers’ wives to make extra money during the long winters. I was immediately fascinated by the idea of writing indexes.


  It was a job that could be done from anywhere but took attention to detail, tenacity, an ability to meet deadlines, and a love of books and words—all of which I felt I wholly possessed. I was a compulsive list maker, punctual—I couldn’t remember the last time I was late for anything—and a neat and tidy housekeeper by nature. If something was out of place, I noticed. I’d read compulsively since I was a little girl.


  I took the correspondence course, learned how to pick out keywords and concepts from the densest text, how to format and type up an acceptable index, and how to solicit work from publishers far away in the dreamland of New York City.


  Indexes, I learned from the course, were a garden of words neatly tended—weedy modifiers pulled and discarded—only the most important ideas left to grow in unknown minds. The index, my work, would provide sustenance to the world in a tiny, tiny way, but a helpful, meaningful way, nonetheless. The work made me feel useful, like I was helping make the world outside my own front door better. I had desperately needed to feel hopeful, especially in those early days after the accident when things went from bad to worse.


  Never believing that I could actually make money from reading books and writing indexes, I mailed fifty letters of inquiry after successfully completing the USDA course, expecting nothing in return. To my surprise, I was hired almost immediately by a well-established publisher, H.P. Howard and Sons. Two weeks later I was winding my way through the tedious process of writing my very first index.


  The extra money saw us through the drought and helped us get ahead on the payments for the combine—until Hank went hunting and came back on a stretcher.


  Each book since had been a new adventure, and not only had I indexed books about Africa, but New Zealand, Russia, and nearly every European country. The topics ranged from history to religion, and included of course, headhunters. I knew I’d never go to any of those places, or ever use the information in casual conversation, but the world was larger for me because of my endeavor of writing indexes; a savior of my heart and sanity.


  I’d always had the reputation of being “smart,” of talking above peoples’ heads. I knew my place and had long since tried to acquire the skill of restraining the exposure of my intelligence, even with Hilo. Most days, my secret garden of words was enough for me, but the sadness of it all was that I would’ve never had the opportunity to learn any of these things if it weren’t for a turn in the weather and my husband’s bad luck.


  “I thought you might have some books around . . .” Hilo had stopped mid-sentence to reconsider his words. “I know you have a full plate with Hank and the farm to look after, Marjorie,” he said. “And I hate to ask you such a thing, but I think it’s important. That thing there is the only real clue I have. It might be nothing. Peter and Jaeger had never seen it before, but that don’t mean it wasn’t something that belonged to Erik or Lida. I just don’t know why he was holding it, why the killer didn’t take it, just left it there. Helps rule out burglary at the very least, I suppose, if there’s any value to it.”


  “Hard to say,” I said, studying it.


  “Kind of ugly, ain’t it?”


  I nodded yes, then hesitated and listened for a stir of noise coming from Hank’s room. Silence. “If you think it’ll help you find out who killed Erik and Lida, I suppose I can look in to it.”


  “I think it might.”


  “I’ll have to go into town, check some books at the library.” I sighed inwardly. It meant that I would have to go see if my cousin, Raymond Hurtibese, still had my Aunt Gilda’s jewelry. He might know something about this kind of thing or be able to send me to talk to the right person at the college, but that didn’t mean I was happy about the idea. “I don’t have anything around here that I think would be of any help,” I offered to Hilo.


  Hilo nodded, relaxed. “I’ll send Ardith out to look after Hank while you’re gone. You keep the amulet. I won’t tell anybody you have it, and it’s probably best if no one knows that I asked for your help. I won’t be hard to find if you need me,” he said.


  Hilo edged away from the door, toward the steps. Shep stood up and wagged his tail. Hilo ignored the dog. “I appreciate this, Marjorie, I really do. This is the first murder around here in twenty-five years, and the last one was pretty easy to figure out.”


  “I remember.” Benefield Frankels had shot his wife square in the forehead at a roadside motel for stepping out with another man. Hilo had secured his position as sheriff for as long as he wanted after he solved that crime. “I’ll stop by and see Peter and Jaeger while I’m out,” I said.


  “I’m sure they’d like that.” He was as fond of the Knudsens as I was. “But don’t mention that you have the amulet.”


  I agreed silently with another slight nod.


  Hilo pushed past Shep and slouched to the truck, his shoulders heavy, his steps less calculated and more unsure than I could ever remember. Shep made his way up onto the porch, and we stood there and watched Hilo drive away.


  The dust plume lingered just like it had when Hilo had driven up, and the amulet felt cold in my hand. I tucked it into the front pocket of my housedress as quickly as I could, all the time visualizing Erik and Lida Knudsen, lying in a pool of blood in their marriage bed.


  At least they went together, I heard a chorus of voices whisper inside my head. The vision was clear; a gathering of church women, hands clasped tightly together, shaking their heads over a pair of walnut caskets.


  “That would be the only blessing,” I said out loud to the wind, to the sky, and to the meadowlark that was standing sentinel on the fence post at the end of the lane.


  CHAPTER 3


  I went about my business in the kitchen, resisting the atrophy of grief. My heart ached and my muscles were full of tension as I imagined two wounded angels ascending to heaven much sooner than they, or anyone else, had anticipated.


  I’d never been one to keep an eye out for a pervasive dark cloud of tragedy on the horizon, even when it lived and breathed in my own bed, but for the life of me, I couldn’t believe that Erik and Lida Knudsen had left the world. I wanted to cry, but I couldn’t find the recipe for tears. Not now, anyway. I was still embarrassed that I had let Hilo see tears roll down my cheeks.


  The pile of manuscript pages on my desk called to me as I rolled out the pie dough, banging the table with excessive force each time I made a pass to smooth the glob of flour and water. Indexing would have to wait. There was no way I could concentrate on headhunters. No way I could face death of any kind, no matter how far away, with the news that Hilo had brought me.


  I couldn’t escape the present crisis in my own world at the moment, and I thought even Sir Nigel would have understood that—though I wasn’t sure my editor, Richard Rothstein, would.


  Deadlines for writing indexes for books were rigid, mostly unchangeable. The publishing date and manuscript due date to the printer were appointed months in advance. Writing the index was one of the last tasks in the book-publishing process, since the pagination had to be set in stone. I’d never missed a deadline—most times I was early—and that effort had provided me with a steady stream of indexing work since I had started with H.P. Howard and Sons.


  I was three-quarters of the way through Sir Nigel’s four-hundred-page book, and the index had to be in the mail to New York in two weeks.


  Normally, that would have been enough time—barely, with everything else I had to do—for me to compile the index, combine all of the letters from my index cards into a typed first draft, then do a final red-letter edit and create a publishable index. But I had agreed to help Hilo, and I didn’t know how much time that was going to take.


  All I knew was that I was going to do everything I could to help find out what had happened to Erik and Lida. Deadlines be damned—even if it meant never writing an index again.


  I spilled some flour on the floor at the thought of losing money and a publisher that I had worked hard to create a reputation with. I got the impression from my editor that once you missed a deadline, you’d never work for them again. I understood that, but I just couldn’t face the pressure at that moment.


  I needed every penny I could get to keep the farm going. Luckily, the weather over the last couple of years had been nearly perfect for growing wheat and silage, our two main crops, but Hank’s doctor bills had started to stack up, offering a new threat to any security or buffer I could hope to create.


  Shep was out doing whatever job he could find to do. The inside of the house was no place for a dog as far as Hank was concerned—with the exception of the depth of winter when Shep was welcome to warm himself in front of the fireplace. The services Shep provided to the farm were far too valuable to just leave him to fend for himself in a freezing, subzero wind.


  Hank and I differed on that point, and on occasion I would let the dog in the house, out of Hank’s line of sight, in the depth of summer or whenever I needed the company of another living, walking creature.


  Ever the border collie, Shep was industrious, always working, always figuring something out. My guess was he was out trying to herd the spring chickens. At the very least, he’d keep the hawks away and be out from under my feet. I was in no mood to be herded.


  To make matters—and my mood—worse, I’d boiled the cherries too long as I stared out the window, contemplating what to do next. I had to start over again, using my last good bunch of fresh fruit. Finally, after an hour, I managed to get two pies in the oven.


  It was getting near dinner time, and it had been a while since I had checked on Hank. Sometimes he was so quiet that I nearly forget he was in the bed, lost in darkness, unable to do anything for himself but wish for his old life back. I imagined him out in the front barn, tearing apart an alternator and putting in a new set of bushings, but he was never there. I only went into that barn when I had to now.


  Hank was staring at the ceiling with blank eyes when I entered the bedroom.


  “Erik and Lida,” he whispered.


  “You heard?” I walked over to the window and started to close it.


  “Don’t.”


  I ignored Hank and closed the window anyway. “Hilo said somebody came in through Erik and Lida’s window.”


  “I heard every word Hilo said. Leave it open.” His voice was raspy and weak, but there was an authority to it that wouldn’t ever disappear—not as long as Hank Trumaine was able to take a breath.


  I froze and realized why Hank wanted the window left open. I knew if he were able he’d take his own life. He’d told me so more than once, begged me to do it for him—and hated and loved me just the same because I wouldn’t. I couldn’t kill a fly without feeling a week’s worth of remorse.


  I slid the window back up, then gently climbed onto the bed and hugged Hank as tears came to my eyes. His muscles had wasted away, and he was a shell of the man he once was. I longed for him to hold me, to make love to me, to protect me from the violence beyond our tiny bedroom. But he couldn’t lift a finger, and at that moment neither could I.


  A rush of tears flooded out. I had not cried so heavily since my mother died.


  “I’m sorry,” I said when I could.


  “Erik and Lida were like family to you,” Hank whispered. “Better than family. That lout of a cousin of yours has only shown his face on this farm once since we’ve been married, and then . . .” He trailed off, refusing to mention the incident that had happened on that visit.


  I nodded, glad that he didn’t continue on, then resisted the urge to tell Hank that I was happy Raymond had never visited us. The company of my cousin had always been contentious. Relieved, I rested my head gently on Hank’s fragile chest, too tired to push away the tears that were determined to fall.


  Hank’s steady breathing was a small comfort, but a comfort nonetheless. His words echoed inside my head, and I remembered, even though I rarely needed reminding, why I fell in love with him in the first place.


  He didn’t say another word until I stopped crying. “I don’t want you to leave,” he whispered.


  “Hilo asked. Ardith will be here. She knows how to care for you.” Ardith Jenkins, along with Lida Knudsen, would come over when necessary if I had errands in town to run; doctors’ appointments of my own, that kind of thing.


  Hank was silent for a moment. “I’ve never thought about losing you. I couldn’t bear it if something happened to you. You are . . . always, just here. What would I do without you?”


  I understood. I had never thought about losing Hank either. We were both still relatively young, in our midthirties, with most of our lives still ahead of us when the accident had happened.


  Tragedy, in any form, had always happened to other people, and neither of us had ever had to seriously consider our own mortality. How could we have? The farm wasn’t exactly thriving, but we were making a living and were mostly healthy before Hank went hunting. Our only problem was conceiving a child—and we took great pleasure in trying. I loved feeling Hank’s hot, hungry skin on top of mine, but our efforts had been a lost cause. I was barren. The one thing I had looked forward to my entire life—raising a child, boy or girl, it didn’t matter—was not to be.


  I married Hank Trumaine, my high school sweetheart, without a question in my heart. There were only twenty-two of us in the entire school, so the choices I had were few. I swear, though, even if I had lived in a big city instead of North Dakota, amongst a mass of people instead of a smattering, I still would’ve fallen in love with Hank Trumaine. I knew I was going to marry him in the sixth grade, but I didn’t tell him that until our wedding night.


  Hank was a gentle boy who loved the land more than anyone I had ever met. He grew up to be a thoughtful, hardworking man whose passion for farming could barely be contained inside his lanky body. The demand of the land and the hard work invigorated him. He saw hope instead of dread in storm clouds. He watched the ground come alive in the spring as if he were reading a good book, and he could tell you how the growing season was going to go just by the size of the wings on the mayflies.


  The North Dakotan lilt to his voice was like the trill of a meadowlark. Lord, how I longed to hear him excited about something—a bluebell blooming in the back forty, a new litter of piglets—instead of the whispers and gasps that were so hard to understand now.


  I’d been enrolled in my second year of college in Dickinson when Hank had asked me to marry him. My father had been none too happy. He’d had dreams for me and wanted me to be something other than a farmer’s wife. He would have been over the moon if I had gone on to be a teacher, which is what I’d planned on becoming.


  My father and I shared an insatiable love of knowledge and books, and as much as my father loved the land, his dream had been to break free of tradition. Instead of following in his own father’s footsteps he had wanted to be an English teacher, more specifically a professor at the local college in Dickinson like his sister’s husband. But he’d been bound to the family legacy as his father’s only son. He was tied to the earth, to the simplicity of working the fields, and expressed deep disappointment when I made the choice to leave college and marry Hank to do the same thing.


  I had never regretted my decision not to become a teacher, never been angry about my life, like my father was. I loved the plains, the beauty of wide open spaces, the constancy of the wind. I could never have left the farm—or North Dakota for that matter.


  I understood the rhythms of the seasons: the ferocity of winter, the nervousness and hope of spring and the growing season, and the relief of the harvest. Books were my transport to the larger world, even though I’d castrated more hogs than I would like to admit, pulled weeds until my hands ached well into winter, and withstood the fickleness of North Dakota weather like every other farmer’s wife I knew. Farm work was in my blood, but books had always been my first true love. They were my magic carpet ride to a normal life; my sanity.


  As long as Hank Trumaine was standing at my side at the end of the day, I was perfectly content.


  “Nothing is going to happen to me,” I finally said to Hank. “I promise. Hilo just wants me to find out as much as I can about an amulet he found at Erik and Lida’s. He thinks it’s important, and I’m the only one that he trusts to make sense of it for him.”


  “I wouldn’t expect you to say no to Hilo Jenkins.” Hank’s voice was barely audible, his strength failing, but there was no animosity toward Hilo. Hank loved Hilo; he respected him near as much as he had his own father.


  I kissed Hank’s forehead, then wiped away my tears with my apron. “I need to get you some dinner.”


  “Hopefully, you’ll have better luck with that than you did with the pies.”


  I almost smiled, happy to see a flicker of his impish wit. Instead, I pulled myself out of the bed and stood there as Hank drifted off and returned to his dream world, where I’m sure he lived, farmed, walked, and hunted to his heart’s content.


  CHAPTER 4


  Luckily, I didn’t burn the pies. They came out perfect. I just hoped they tasted as good as they looked. Still in a daze, I puttered about the kitchen looking for a way to make a quick supper. I decided on salt pork sandwiches, beans, and a bit of wilted lettuce from the garden.


  I grabbed a jar of beans from out of the cupboard, then stopped cold as the memory of my mother rushed at me with a force that almost knocked me off my feet. Unexpected tragedies do that to you, I think. Bring the past boiling to the top of the heap, a reminder of how to deal with loss and pain.


  I had learned the alphabet, and then to read, under my mother’s watchful eye as I arranged the spices in the cabinet next to the stove as a child: allspice, basil, cinnamon, followed by dill, and so on. I was four, maybe five, and my mother was the rightful queen of our kitchen, the kitchen I stood in now. They had left me the house after their deaths, and Hank and I had made it our home.


  My mother was always glad to have me at her side, joyfully and subtly instilling her sense of order and love for good food in me with every move she made. She made lists, too, and would have scoffed at the idea of making side-money from such a skill.


  Momma was a tall, stout woman, forever in a pure white apron with daisy appliques lined perfectly across the waist—the same one I wore every time I cooked. She’d been more than a capable cook, no matter the ingredients that were on hand.


  In the lengthening days of March, when the wind still howled across the rolling plains, and the duck ponds were still frozen, she could conjure sugar cream pies and produce suppers that looked like feasts when there was just a dab of flour, cream, corn, and brisket stored in the larder.


  “Now, Marjorie,” my mother had said over and over again, “you have to plan for days when things are slim. You can’t eat everything up at once. The larder might look endless in November, but when March comes along you’re going to be mighty hungry if you’ve shown no amount of restraint.” There was always a dose of Norwegian on the tip of her tongue. She had gone through Ellis Island with her sister and parents when she was four.


  “Yes, ma’am, I’ll remember that.”


  Farming in North Dakota had never been an easy way of life, and restraint was a necessary quality no matter the season. The winters were hard. The wind was so fierce at times you felt like it was going to tear your eyes out. A relentless scream of air raced forever across the flatlands, entered your head like a tapeworm, burrowing deep into your mind, allowing no silence, no peace, unless you knew how to make it for yourself.


  To my father’s pleasure, I’d found my peace in books, in worn library copies of Cather, Chekov, Dreiser, and whoever else I could grab from the mostly bare shelves. But I had wanted to be just like Momma, too, from the moment I could remember. I hadn’t known then that dreams, no matter how simple, could vanish in the flick of an eye, or at the barrel-end of an old shotgun.


  I took a deep breath and pushed the memory of my mother away. Even years later, I couldn’t decide which was worse—losing my mother or losing my father.


  They had both died of age-related illnesses: a heart attack and a stroke. We’d said our good-byes with tears even though we had watched and waited for death to arrive, had expected it like a cruel tax man’s visit. There was no one to blame. It was just life running its normal course. Peter and Jaeger Knudsen had a different row to hoe.


  [image: ]


  The next morning, I slipped away from bed before the sun broke the horizon and made my way into the kitchen with memories of life and death still churning in my heart. I needed Hank more now than ever, and it was the two-legged, bright-eyed man who was my husband that I longed for the most—but could not have or rely on to protect me. I still couldn’t comprehend that Erik and Lida Knudsen were dead. Murdered. Their throats slit. No matter what I did, the horrible images in my imagination would not go away.


  I shook my head, trying to free my sorrowful thoughts. I managed to make myself a cup of coffee, then called Shep to the kitchen door for his breakfast. He came running like a train on schedule, wagging his tail and anxious for the day to start. “I wish I shared your enthusiasm,” I said, as I sat his bowl on the stoop and then headed for my desk.


  I stared at the pile of manuscript pages and avoided the temptation to start reading. Once I began to write an index, hours could slip away, and I knew I needed to get on with the task Hilo Jenkins had set upon me.


  I put on my reading glasses, opened the top desk drawer, and pulled out the amulet.


  I had long since given up the notion that objects could contain magic—Excalibur was just a sword and Arthur was just a man who would be king. But I couldn’t help but feel the coldness of the amulet and wonder how it came to be in Erik Knudsen’s dead hand. If it was delivered by magic, then it was a dark magic, an evil energy that I did not want seeping into my skin, into my own body.


  I dropped the amulet on the floor and wished I had never allowed Hilo to leave it in my house. There was enough darkness there already.


  I picked the amulet up, wrapped it in a piece of white linen, and put it in my purse along with my glasses. I hated to be without the glasses, but I could survive just fine; they just helped me see things up close, like words on an index card that sat in a typewriter.


  Like it or not, I had given the sheriff my word, and I owed him what little I thought I could offer. I would, at the very least, find out as much about the amulet as I could, though I couldn’t imagine that anything I found out would help bring the murderer to justice.


  Hank coughed weakly. I couldn’t ignore his discomfort, so I set about our normal routine. A quick bit of exercise—moving his legs and arms, circulating his blood—then some breakfast—oatmeal and coffee—and a quick sponge bath. Hank was quiet the whole time.


  A soft breeze blew through the window, fluttering the curtains I’d made and hung when life seemed easier, full of possibilities. They were faded and fraying at the edges now.


  I barely noticed breezes these days; they weren’t much of a relief from the constant wind, but the smell of coming rain seeped into the bedroom along with the comforting trill of our resident meadowlarks. Evil had not crawled through my window during the night, and for that I was glad. I had relied on Shep to keep away any intruders or alert me if the need arose. A .22 rifle sat behind the bedroom door, and Hank’s grouse shotgun was stuffed in the corner of the wardrobe in my office. I couldn’t bear to see it on a daily basis, but it was there if I needed it.


  I hadn’t asked the dog to guard the house, to watch over Hank, but there was no need to. Many a morning, before the sun had broken the eastern horizon, the grass was smashed down under the bedroom window from where Shep had slept. He was already on his tasks, checking on the pigs and chickens. He’d quit trying to herd the biggest of the pigs, a productive sow who was nearly as smart as he was and had little tolerance of the dog’s pushy ways. I wouldn’t bet against Shep, but I thought he was on thin ice with that pig.


  A coming storm didn’t raise my spirits, and it didn’t give me hope. I was fresh out of that, and I wasn’t sure if I would really ever get it back. Not true hope. Not happy-ending kind of hope. Not in this lifetime anyway.


  “You’re leaving soon.” Hank forced a smile.


  “Yes,” I said, putting the wash bowl away in the closet. “I won’t be gone long.”


  “It will do you good.”


  “Maybe under better circumstances.”


  “We need the rain. Just like you need to be free of this house. You’re at your best when you’re helping someone else, Marjorie. You always were the strong one.”


  I leaned down and kissed his forehead as I heard Ardith Jenkins pull into the drive. Shep didn’t bark at her car either.


  “Be careful of the wind,” Hank whispered.


  His quick change of heart about me leaving was worrisome. Melancholy was more difficult to fight than bed sores, and I knew there was nothing that galled Hank Trumaine more than being one hundred percent dependent on me. Sometimes, I thought he wished I’d run off with another man so he would never have to hear the strain in my voice again.
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