

[image: cover]



        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

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

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

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

            

        
    

Also by Mary Logue

BLOOD COUNTRY





DARK COULEE


A CLAIRE WATKINS MYSTERY





Mary Logue








[image: ]
a division of F+W Media, Inc.





To Lee, my good neighbor
and
Peter, my dearest companion





Acknowledgments

I have set the Claire Watkins mystery series in a part of the country I know and love. There are distinct advantages to this and, of course, problems. I made up the town of Fort St. Antoine, and I wish that I had made up the county, too. There is a Pepin County in Wisconsin. It is a beautiful place to live and only in the positive ways does it resemble the county in my book.

I have many people to thank. For information on law enforcement: Ray DiPrima of the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension. Special thanks to Robbi Bannen, Ted Fisher, Tom and Cindy Hanson, and Kay and Chuck Grossman for advice on various aspects of country life. Thanks to the readers along the way: Mary Anne Collins-Svoboda, Marianne and Jim Mitchell, Christine Andreae, and Elizabeth Gunn. I must always thank my two sisters, Robin LaFortune and Dodie Logue, for their love and their wisdom. Special thanks to Steve Stilwell, bookman extraordinaire, for advice and support.

Thanks to Pete Hautman for the many readings, the many talks, the many tips on the fine points of writing. I could not live this life without him. 
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It often starts with cloth: sheets, curtains, scarves. I’m struggling to get out of them, to get into them. That vagueness. I’m not sure where I am. The confusion of fear.

Then I know.

I know he’s there, waiting for me. I know there’s a gun that will go off. I know, once again, I’ve walked into my own death.

The material, the cloth, is smothering me. I can’t breathe. I can’t move. I can’t see. I’m paralyzed.

And I know he’s in danger too. That’s the only thing that gets me to move.

But I’m always too late.

I come into the clearing just as it ends. The gun goes off. The sheets drop away. He falls at my feet. A sacrifice. Instead of me.

My death leaves.

But I know it’s only a matter of time.

What never leaves, what is always with me, is the fear.

Do you think the cloth is the fear?

Maybe, or the very air I breathe. 
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LOVE is a strange flower that blooms in drought, in despair, even in darkness. As Claire dressed for the street dance, she thought about love and wondered if that was what she was feeling.

She had been seeing Rich Haggard for over three months, but it wasn’t moving very fast. Their courtship had the feel of a slow, courteous country romance. They saw each other once or twice a week. He would come over for dinner; she would stop by for coffee. They had gone to two movies, even went bowling once. That night they had taken Claire’s ten-year-old daughter, Meg, with them.

Meg was part of the problem. Actually, Claire didn’t see it as a problem. The slowness of their dating suited her fine. Claire didn’t want Rich to stay over when Meg was at the house; at least not yet. And Claire couldn’t stay at Rich’s house because she didn’t want to hire a baby-sitter for the whole night. The small town of Fort St. Antoine was gossiping enough about her, a deputy, going out with the pheasant farmer, without giving them more to work with.

That’s what made this night special. Meg had gone to stay with Bridget, Claire’s sister. Rich would pick her up in fifteen minutes. They hadn’t really talked about it, but Claire was pretty sure that they would spend the night together. What a perfect evening for love. Unlike the climate in which she and Rich had met—one of the worst seasons of Claire’s entire life.

The late-August air smelled sweet with clover and roses. The moon would be full tonight, and the sun wouldn’t set until after eight o’clock. The warm air felt soft against her skin as she walked out the back door and looked up at the bluff.

Someone else might find it oppressive to live in the shadow of the bluff, but she loved this three-hundred-foot-tall sloping wall of limestone, covered most of the way up with red cedar, birch, black walnut, and sumac. It lifted out of the field behind her house, and she felt sheltered by it. This whole Mississippi River valley had a warmer, softer feel to it, sitting on the eastern edge of the plains.

Claire felt ready to move forward with Rich. He was on the quiet side, but stir into him a little, and you found humor and cleverness. And, she suspected, passion.

It had been a long time since she had slept with anyone. Her husband had died a year and a half ago, and she had only slept with one man once since then. That had been a mistake—one she would never forget. That was one of the reasons why this slowness with Rich felt so comfortable to her. He seemed like a man who could bide his time.

Claire walked back into the house and looked at herself in the mirror by the back door. She had done the best she could with the materials at hand. She laughed. That was her mother’s voice coming out in her. Such a practical woman. She missed her. Claire twirled in front of her reflection, and her hair lifted off her neck.

Rich looked down at his cowboy boots, good old shit-kickers that they were, and wondered if he could dance in the things. He wondered if he could dance, period. Would Claire want to dance? He supposed so. And the idea of holding her in his arms, even in a crowd of loud, drunken people, took his breath away.

He had wanted to hold her since he had met her. Lately, he’d felt like he was about to explode if he couldn’t touch her. On this warm, humid summer night, he wanted his skin to melt into hers. He wanted to kiss her neck, put a hand on the small of her back, and spin her around the world. Hell, maybe he would be able to dance after all.

He had polished his boots, and he thought they looked pretty good. Good old Stewart cowboy boots. Like him, they were well worn but comfortable, but with a little polish, they could shine. He knew that Meg was staying at Bridget’s; Claire had let that slip out when they talked earlier. He would invite her to stay the night. That way his car wouldn’t be sitting in front of her house come the morning light. He had changed the sheets on the bed, cleaned up the bathroom, even scoured the tub, and bought some rolls for breakfast from Stuart’s bakery.

He knew that they had been smart to move so slowly, but it had been damned hard on him. When they had first started going out, he had really been careful with her, after all she’d been through, but he’d found her as resilient as they come. Meg wasn’t the spunky little ten-year-old girl she was for no good reason.

Rich looked at the clock. He’d told her he would pick her up at seven. Ten minutes away, and he was ready. He walked out the front door and stretched his arms up to the heavens in the front yard. The moon would rise up full tonight. A real harvest moon, red with the rays of the setting sun. Blood red. It would be a beauty. Tonight, he was sure, would be a night he would never forget.

Jed Spitzler stood in the doorway and looked out over his land—ripe, golden heads turned toward the rising sun—forty acres of sunflowers. He had taken a risk, but it had worked out, and this fall he would reap the rewards.

Some of the other farmers had laughed at him while putting their fields in the same old crops: corn, alfalfa, soybeans. But he had wanted to try something different.

He knew he appeared a quiet, conservative man, but there was a side to him that few people knew about. Better that way.

How had Lola talked him into going to this stupid dance? He’d rather stay home and drink a beer or two and watch TV, but she had made him promise. The older kids were going too. Nora would stay home. He didn’t want her shuffling about a dance like that. Who knows the trouble she might get into? At twelve, she was old enough to stay home alone. When he was a kid, his mom had left him and his brother alone when they were eight and four. They made out okay.

People babied their kids so much these days. Didn’t sit well with him. He told his children they had to pull their own weight, do their chores, and help around the house.

When he thought of Lola, he realized he was tiring of her. At first she had seemed very agreeable, would do anything for him, but lately she had become more demanding. He had already had a wife once; he didn’t need another one.

Nora came to the door. “Whatcha looking at, Dad?”

“The crop.”

She spun around and threw her hands out toward the fields, then smiled up at him. “All the sunflowers?”

“Yes. Come here.”

She came to him, and he pulled her up against his waist, wrapping an arm around her chest and stroking her golden hair. She was his baby girl, but she was getting bigger every day.

Riding in the truck, Claire felt awkward with Rich. She couldn’t seem to think of anything to say. She hadn’t told him that she had started seeing a therapist. Every time she opened her mouth to mention it, she could think of no way to lead into it. If she told him about the therapist, she would have to tell him about the panic attacks. She didn’t want to scare him away with her fears.

They had turned toward Little Rock. The land rolled in green hillocks around them. The bluffs fell away here, and the river would glimmer, then disappear behind the pine trees. It seemed a different landscape from her place in Fort St. Antoine—more bucolic, more intimate—as the bluffline softened.

“How’s work?” Rich asked.

“I like my new job as investigator with the department. It’s been a quiet week. We had two drunks in the tank and a hit-and-run driver last night.”

“I heard somebody got burglarized down in Nelson.”

“That’s right. Back door was open. They walked in and took a couple guns and a microwave and a case of beer.”

Rich started laughing. “Quite a haul.”

“Yeah, probably some kids. Don’t like the idea of them getting some rifles, but firearms are easy enough to come by around here. I’ve never lived in a place before where the kids get out of school for deer-hunting season. Certainly says something about the priorities of their parents.”

Rich didn’t say anything for a moment, then he said quietly, “Hunting isn’t so bad.”

“I’m not saying anything against hunting. I think a walk in the woods under any circumstances is probably a good thing. But compared to a week of school? Take the kids out hunting on the weekend. Plus the idea that twelve-year-old boys and girls can be tromping through the woods with guns in their hands, shooting at anything that moves, scares me. Meg doesn’t get to go anyplace that week. She can stay at home and read.”

“I could take her hunting.”

“Are you purposely missing the point of what I’m saying here?”

“Yup.” He smiled over at her.

“She would do anything with you. She adores you. It kind of worries me.”

Rich slowed down as they approached the town. “Hey, her dad died. Every little kid needs a guy in their lives. I’m not a bad guy. Plus, could be she’s glad to see her mom happy again.”

Claire blushed and looked down at her lap. “That’s gotta be it.”

Little Rock was a small town built on the north side of the Chippewa River. It was on the way to nowhere, and there wasn’t much in the town: a couple of bars, a gas station, a small grocery store, and a feed store. But once a year, it exploded. The town threw a great street dance, and everyone came from the whole county and beyond.

Cars and pickup trucks lined the main street of this 134-person town. The street had been blocked off, so Rich pulled behind the gas station and parked in the weeds.

He turned off the truck and put his hand on Claire’s shoulder. “You seem a little edgy. Are you trying to pick a fight?”

“Maybe.”

“Why?”

“Nervous.”

“What you need is a beer.”

“A beer might help.”

Rich felt the eyes on Claire. Other men taking barbed looks at her, wanting to reel her in. She looked gorgeous tonight. Gorgeous was exactly the right word for her. She was wearing a sleeveless cotton shirt that was cut low. Like a fruit that had ripened to perfection, her skin looked lush. Her jeans fit her to a T. Her hair was loose and full around her freckled face, and she was wearing ruby lipstick.

As they walked up to the street dance, Rich recognized a few neighbors. He and Claire couldn’t go many feet without saying howdy to someone. The strains of the old rock and roll tune “Roll Over, Beethoven” floated down the street from the band at the far end.

About three hundred people of all ages were dancing in the street or watching from the sidewalks. People had brought their own lawn chairs and coolers. The two bars in town—Porky’s and the Riverside—were selling all sorts of food from stands outside their establishments: cheese curds, barbecue sandwiches, hot dogs, grilled chicken. Porky’s had kegs out in front of the bar, and bartenders were serving the lines of people just as fast as they could. For many people in the area, this was the big summer celebration.

When they got close to it, they could see the street dance was in full swing. “Hank Texaco and the Gas Guzzlers,” according to the banner hanging over their heads, were playing, whipping the crowd into a dancing frenzy. The sun had set, and the afterglow lit up the clouds into cotton-candy colors.

Near the stage everyone was dancing: eighty-year-old women with ten-year-old boys, older couples who had been dancing together for forty years, and teenagers who flailed around and danced in clusters.

Rich maneuvered Claire up to one of the kegs in front of Porky’s and bought them each a beer. A tall, dark-haired man bumped into Rich, making him slosh some beer on his shirtfront. When he turned to see who it was, Rich recognized Jed Spitzler.

“Sorry,” Jed said.

“Hey, Jed.”

“Rich. How’re your pheasant doing?”

“Getting nice and plump. What’re you raising this year?”

“I’m trying my hand at sunflowers.”

“Maybe I’ll buy some as feed.”

“No, these are high quality. They’re for human consumption, not animals. I aim at getting top buck a bushel.”

Rich introduced him to Claire and noticed that Jed looked her up and down.

“Looks like you’ve got some spunk in you,” Jed said, staring at her breasts.

Rich didn’t like the tone in his voice, but he figured the guy must be loaded already to talk like that.

“Let me buy you another beer,” Jed said.

“Forget it. This shirt needed a wash anyway.”

Jed laughed, nodded good-bye, and walked off.

When Claire took a swig of beer, she took a healthy swig. Rich could tell she was relaxing. In the truck, she had seemed all wound up tight, and Rich wondered how the night would play out.

[image: ]

Claire would think back to this moment with Jed Spitzler over the weeks to come. What she would remember about him is that he stood tall and straight. His hair was dark but thinning. And his blue jeans were pressed. She assumed some woman was taking good care of him. She was wrong.

She wished she would have noticed him better, but she was focused on Rich. The beer he bought her tasted good. It made her feel giddy.

“Thanks for not telling him that I’m a cop.”

“Sure. Why’s that?”

“Sometimes I don’t feel like being one.”
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I think Rich is perfect for my mom,” Meg told Aunt Bridget as she tried to put her leg behind her neck. She wanted to show her aunt how agile she was. One of her friends at school had showed her the trick, and she thought it looked really cool, like a swami or something. But her leg would reach only to her ear.

Aunt Bridget wrinkled her nose at Meg and gave her a lopsided, questioning look. “You do?”

“Uh-huh.” Meg stared up at Bridget, who was standing above her in the living room. She said she couldn’t sit down because she wasn’t hardly able to fold in half comfortably. Over seven months pregnant, she was as big as a beach ball. “Sometimes I think I like Rich better than my mom does.”

“You do?”

“After I practice this a few more times, I’ll show you again. I think with a little practice I’ll be able to get my foot back there, don’t you?”

“As far as I’m concerned, you can do anything you set your mind to.”

Meg sat down on the couch. “Aunt Bridget, maybe you could lean against the wall. You look so uncomfortable.”

“I’m fine. So you like this guy?”

“Rich’s the best.” Meg thought about it for a second. “Almost as good as my dad, but no one will ever be as good.”

“That’s the truth.”

“Hey, Aunt Bridget, what exactly happens when people sleep together?”

Bridget looked even more uncomfortable, if that were possible. “Meg, sweetie, I think you should talk to your mom about that.”

“But she said you would be a good one to talk to, since you’re the doctor.”

Aunt Bridget rolled her eyes to the ceiling, then tilted to one side and flopped straight out on the couch, her head landing in Meg’s lap. “I got an idea. You tell me what you think happens, and then I’ll tell you if it’s right.”

After listening to a few songs, they decided to join the mob when a slow dance started. Rich put a hand on Claire’s shoulder and turned her to face him. Then he took her other hand in his and began to lead her through the mass of spinning dancers. She looked at him, and her eyes widened slightly, like a cat saying hello. She smiled and dipped her head.

He pulled her in closer and stepped as gracefully as he could through the crowd. Just a simple waltz. Bless his mom for teaching him how to do the waltz. Claire seemed to be able to follow him, and he slid his arm onto her back, feeling her skin warm beneath his hand. Now that he was here, now that he was dancing, he wanted to do this for the rest of the night.

The air was the same temperature as his body; to move through it was to flow in a warm current. Claire tucked her head into his neck, and they waltzed together as if they had done it many times before. An odd thought crept into his mind: I could live with this woman the rest of my life. He tightened his hold on her, and she snuggled in closer. When the dance ended, he could feel her breath on his neck.

Then the music notched up as the band played a fast one. Rich hated to let go of Claire, but everyone was jumping and hopping and they would look silly holding on to each other, so reluctantly they separated and started to dance like everyone else. Claire swung her hair back and laughed with her mouth wide open. The Guzzlers were singing about crazy love, and Rich laughed too. God, it felt good to be in love.

When the next song slowed down, they fell into each other’s arms, sweating and laughing. They started in close and somehow got closer. The light had dropped from the sky, and the streetlights only lit up pockets of the dark. He felt Claire’s breath on his neck, and this time he turned toward her and bent down and found her lips. They were sweet and salty.

What he felt jolted him. He wanted to eat her up. He felt himself wanting more of her, and he held himself back. He kissed her gently, and her lips blossomed under his. Dancing didn’t seem like enough anymore.

Suddenly, there was a rumble in the crowd, a woman’s scream. Claire pulled back from his kiss. Rich was sure it was just someone having too much fun, but then they started to hear shouts and people yelling for the music to stop.

Claire, the cop again, moved toward the noise. He followed her through the crowd as the band fell silent. As they got closer, he heard a woman yell, “Help! Get some help!”

Claire could see instantly that the man was in trouble, even in dim light from the streetlamps. A crowd had gathered around the far side of the stage, behind the loudspeakers. A teenage girl was off to the side, whimpering. An older boy was comforting her.

Claire had pushed through the crowd and now found herself standing right over the man, the farmer. What had Rich called him? Jed something.

She knelt quickly and found a faint pulse in his neck. Blood was smeared across his face from his nose, but that just looked bad. Something else was going on here. This guy was barely breathing. She didn’t want to move him until she understood better what had happened to him. She wouldn’t let him be moved until the ambulance got here. She needed to be sure one had been called.

Claire grabbed a tall, blond kid who was standing next to her. “Has someone called the ambulance?”

“Got me.”

“I do got you, buddy. Could you check on that for me?”

The kid looked at her and curled his lip.

“Look. I’m a deputy. I’d appreciate your help. Did you see what happened here?” “No, I didn’t.”

One of the band members jumped down off the stage and told Claire, “We called nine-one-one on our cell phone. They said they’d be here in fifteen. Where they coming from? Over by Durand?”

“I sure hope so.” Claire felt a hand on her shoulder and half turned to see Rich standing next to her.

She asked Rich, “Could you watch over him for a moment? Keep people away. I need to get some order here.”

Then she turned back to the band member. “Did you see what happened here?” He might have been Hank Texaco; she wasn’t sure. He had a big thick mustache and long, thin hair pulled back in a ponytail.

“I don’t really know. With the lights on us, we can’t really see much in the audience. I didn’t see anything. Then this woman started screaming, and some other people ran over in this direction.”

“Do you know who the woman was?”

“Young, blond hair, I didn’t see her very good.”

“Could you get them to shine one of those lights over this way?”

“Absolutely.” He climbed on the stage and shouted an order. Suddenly a spotlight pointed her way.

Claire took advantage of the light and commanded everyone’s attention. “I’m a deputy sheriff. There’s been an accident. Please, everyone stand back. We need you to keep out of the way. And is there a doctor or nurse available?”

Rich helped her move people away from the scene. But no doctor or nurse came forward to help. Claire knew she needed to look at Spitzler again.

She kneeled down next to the man again. He looked like he might be dead already—the way his body sank into the ground, the way his eyes were half open but unseeing. She touched his head, and he didn’t move. It looked as if someone had punched him. That had probably caused the bloody nose.

With the light from the stage shining on Spitzler, she was able to see the dark pool of blood he was lying in. It stained the side of his shirt, telling her where the wound might be.

Blood, and she had no gloves. Claire was very careful to keep her hands away from it as she checked him over.

As she kept tentatively exploring, she noticed a sticky spot on the side of his ribs. She lifted his shirt and saw the slice. A knife wound. Maybe hit the lungs, possibly even the heart. If it had found that mark, he was gone.
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THE light formed a circle around the two of them. People had all stepped back, afraid to be touched by the spotlight. Rich stood just on the edge of the darkness, watching Claire. She had taken charge of the scene. After clearing an area around Spitzler, she knelt by him, gently checking him over. Lovely white-shouldered woman bending over bloody body of a dark-haired man. The scene looked ancient.

What had happened to Jed Spitzler? And why? The man didn’t look good to him.

Rich watched as Claire lifted up Jed’s shirt. He was close enough to see the gash in his side, the blood oozing out of it. He touched Claire on the shoulder and asked, “Is there anything you need?”

“Do you have a piece of cloth, something for a pressure bandage?”

He reached in his pocket and pulled out a clean white handkerchief. Claire took it from him, folded it smaller, then pressed it hard into the wound.

She turned her face to him, and he could see how focused she was on what was in front of her. “I don’t know if he’s still alive. I’m afraid if he doesn’t get help soon, he won’t make it. Can you watch for the ambulance and direct them here? We don’t have any time to lose.”

Rich walked through the crowds of people toward the road that led to Durand. The ambulance would be coming from that direction. The street dance had deflated, like a balloon with the air popped out of it. People were huddled together, talking and drinking. No reason to quit drinking. Once they took Spitzler away, the band might even start up again.

Rich hit the street and walked past the last building in town. Something had been within his grasp, and now it seemed gone. Claire had changed in front of his eyes. Did he really know what he was doing, getting involved with a woman like that? Her work was all-consuming. He raised pheasants, and in the winter he read books and fixed old chairs. She went after killers and handed out speeding tickets. Where would their lives intersect? But he was in love with her. He would have to keep walking forward and see where this road would bring them.

Far up the street he heard the shriek of the siren, pulsing through the night.

Claire had to move away from the man and step back for the paramedics to take over. She knew that. She felt a hand on her shoulder, pulling her away. A sheer plastic glove covered that hand. They would know what to do with him. But she had been trying to find any indication of life and had just seen a flicker of something when the hand touched her shoulder.

She forced herself to back up and watch Jed be swarmed by two T-shirted young men. Like sparks of light, they flitted around him, not moving him yet, checking his pulse, machines flying out of the back of the ambulance.

Another spotlight was aimed on the scene, and suddenly it turned as bright as day. She took another step back and realized she had other work to do. She had to stop focusing on Jed, let the doctors do their work, and turn toward the crime scene.

Find out what had happened here and who had played a part in it. If she needed to, she could go to the hospital later, after she had gathered what information she could at the dance.

She looked down. The first thing she needed to do was wash all the blood off her hands.

On his way back to Claire, Rich ran into his nephew, Eric Duvall. The kid would have walked right by him if Rich hadn’t grabbed him by the arm. At first Eric tried to throw him off, then when he saw it was Rich, he smiled. “Hey, Uncle Rich.”

“Where you heading?”

“Home. Not much going on here.”

Rich had always taken an interest in Eric. His parents let him run a little wild, and Rich tried to encourage him to make something of his life. He thought Eric was smart and should go on to college, but none of his friends were going to. That made it hard for Eric to consider it. All he wanted to do was take engines apart and put them back together. “You need a lift?”

“No, I’m on the bike.”

Rich had forgotten that Eric had bought a little dirt bike a few months ago. He had put in a few days helping Rich out with the pheasants to earn some money. “You interested in helping me with the birds this fall?”

Eric’s smile cracked his face. “Sure thing.”

“Hey, you know what happened to Jed Spitzler?”

“No. I just saw all the commotion.”

“Do you know his family?”

“Not well, but I do know his son, Brad. He’s a year ahead of me in school. Kinda quiet, keeps to himself. Seems like an okay kid.”

“What is he, a senior?”

“Yeah, lucky duck, he’s graduating this spring.”

“Who else in the family?”

“He’s got two younger sisters.”

“I remember their mom died, didn’t she?”

Eric shrugged. “Yeah. It was a while ago. I think I was about twelve or thirteen. Some kind of farm accident.”
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Claire started to look around for Rich. He had been standing next to her when she was kneeling by Spitzler, but then he had gone off to direct the ambulance. She couldn’t see him in the crowd, but she figured if she stayed near the stage, he would show up.

The paramedics were sliding Spitzler onto a gurney. He didn’t move or react as they rolled him from side to side. She shivered. That was bad. No movement, not even in reaction to pain, was certainly a bad sign.

People were quiet as they watched him being lifted on the sling. Then a scream split the air, high and keening. It was a sound Claire would never forget, a half-animal howl.

Claire turned to see the woman who had made the sound. A dark-haired woman wearing a flowered dress launched herself at the entourage. Her hair flew around her head like it was full of electricity. She looked frantic and all charged up. Probably in her late thirties, although she was dressed like a teenager.

“Jed!” she screamed as she tried to get to him.

A large man with a cowboy hat grabbed her arm, but she shook him loose and reached the side of the gurney. She tried to touch Spitzler, but the paramedic grabbed her and blocked her way. She fought to get near him, and again Claire was struck by the animal intensity of her.

“Let me go with him,” she begged. “I’ll ride in the ambulance. Please, let me be with him.”

The paramedic told her, “We can’t do that, ma’am. You’ll have to meet us there.”

As Spitzler was loaded into the ambulance, the woman stood and watched and shook, her arms wrapped around her body and her hair covering her face. She looked as if she might collapse.

Claire had started to move toward her when the man with a cowboy hat stepped up again and tried to wrap an arm around her shoulders.

The dark-haired woman screamed and pushed him away.

“Don’t you touch me. How do I know you didn’t do this? You’ve hated him since day one.” The cowboy shook his head and walked away.

Claire walked over to the hysterial woman and asked her, “Can you tell me what happened here?”

The woman looked at Claire as if she were a freak. “What do you want? Just leave me alone.”

Claire reached out to touch the woman’s arm, but she pulled away.

“I need to find out what happened here. I’m a deputy sheriff. Can you tell me your name?”

“Why’d you want to know that?”

“I need to find out what happened to Jed.”

“Yes. I can tell you. But I need to get to the hospital. His kids already left, I think.”

Claire kept her voice low and reasonable and stood right in front of the woman. “I’ll see if I can get you a ride. But if you’d be good enough to answer a few questions first.”

The woman wiped her face and sucked in her tears. “My name is Lola. Lola Anderson.”

When Lola lifted her face, Claire saw that she wasn’t a bad-looking woman, but her skin was pockmarked, and she was older than thirty, maybe into her forties. “Did you come with Jed tonight?”

“Yeah. We were having a good time. Jed doesn’t like to go out so much, but I got him to come tonight.”

“So what happened?”

“Can I tell you my suspicions?” Lola brightened.

“Shoot,” Claire said.

“I think this is what happened. Jed and I were standing listening to the music and everything, and then he had to go to the bathroom, he said. So he left. I didn’t think too much of it, and I stood there by myself. Then I see Leonard, that’s my ex-boyfriend, going that same way.” She stopped to see if Claire had gathered the significance of this.

Claire nodded at her to keep her talking. “Was Leonard the man who grabbed hold of you a moment ago?”

“Yeah, that’s him. You gotta understand, the two of them don’t get along. All because of me. I mean, they might not have gotten along anyway. They’re both too damned stubborn, but Leonard pretty much just hates Jed because I left him and went with Jed. He’s said as much. You can ask other people. It’s a well-known fact. So I know that Leonard went over in that same direction. And then I saw him staring down at Jed when the ambulance guys came and everything.”

“But that was after he had been assaulted. How do you know he was anywhere near Jed before that?”

“I think you better seriously question him, and you can call me as a witness to his character if you need that, which you probably will if you’re going to take him to court. I had to tell you all of this before I went to the hospital, because I’ve watched a lot of TV shows, and I know how important it is to track everything down at the scene of the crime.”

Claire thanked her. She took the woman’s name and number, wrote them on a bank slip from her purse. She looked around to see if any other deputies had shown up. What was taking them so long?

Lola’s face crumpled as she asked, “I need to get to the hospital. Do you think he’s going to die?”

Claire answered truthfully. “He didn’t look good to me. When some other deputies arrive, I can try to arrange a ride.”

“No. I can’t wait that long. I’ve got a friend here.” Lola ran off, her dress flowing behind her.

After questioning a number of dancegoers who had seen nothing, Claire finally found an older woman who had been standing near where the attack had taken place—Mrs. Gunderson. She was sitting in a lawn chair with a can of ginger ale in her hands. Her hair was a halo of white curls, and she smiled as Claire questioned her.

A sprightly woman in her late sixties, she told Claire she had taught fifth grade in the local school. “But I’m retired now. I had Jenny in my class. That’s Jed Spitzler’s daughter. She was such a sweet girl. So smart and full of life. Until the accident. Do you know Jenny?”

“No, I just met Mr. Spitzler for the first time tonight.”

“She was a joy to have in class.” Her face clouded over. “I haven’t seen much of her these last few years.”

“Did you see what happened to Mr. Spitzler?” Claire asked.

“No, my eyesight just isn’t what it used to be. Even with these glasses, I can’t make out much. They tell me I have macular degeneration. The middle of your vision goes. I’ve started to listen to Books on Tape because I can hardly read anymore. I wish I could help you. I didn’t even know that was Jenny over there until she screamed.”

Claire didn’t remember seeing a young girl near Spitzler. “So the daughter was there?”

“She found him, I think. And her brother. So awful for the both of them. What that family has had to endure.”

Claire thanked her and said she might have to talk to her again.

“Oh, I would enjoy that. Since I’m retired, I seem to have more time than I know what to do with. You’re welcome to stop by my house anytime.”

Claire thanked her. When she turned away from Mrs. Gunderson, she saw that two deputies, Billy Peterson and Steve Walker, had arrived in a patrol car. She went over to tell them what she knew and to have them help her with the questioning.

Rich sat on the stage, drinking a beer, and watched Claire work. Jed Spitzler had been taken away. Two more deputies had shown up, but Claire hadn’t slowed down at all. She was talking to everyone she could corral, pointing at the spot where Jed had lain, asking them questions, noting things down on slips of paper she pulled from her purse. It was odd to see her working as a deputy in her dancing outfit. He wasn’t against women doing anything a man could do, but she just didn’t seem to be wearing the right getup for police work. He knew Claire would agree.

This night was shot to hell. He could see that clearly. But there would be other nights. He finished his beer and wondered what he should do with himself. It was nearly midnight—a late night out for him. Might be best just to take himself home. He was sure one of the deputies could drive Claire back. He hated to let go of what he had felt earlier, how she had felt in his arms. He’d sit a while longer and hope she might leave things to her fellow officers, but he doubted it. Just not in her character.

Rich waited until Claire was done talking to the other deputies, then walked over to where she was standing and put an arm on her shoulder. “I’m wondering what I should do here. Is there anything I can do to help?”

She spun into him and said, “I’m sorry about this, Rich. Last thing I thought would happen tonight.”

“Well, it is all your fault,” he teased. She hadn’t pulled away from him, and in fact it felt like she was leaning into him more than a little bit. A kiss might not be appropriate for the middle of a police investigation, but it was almost all he could think of. “I had a perfect evening planned.”

She looked up at him and said, “I know. But now that I’m investigator, I should probably follow up on this while it’s fresh. I’m sorry. I had plans too.”

That’s what he liked about Claire. She didn’t pull away, she didn’t back off, she never played coy. She might be slow coming to him, but when she got there, she was there.

“What’re you going to do?” he asked.

“Talk to a few more people here. But I also want to talk to his children, and I’ve heard they went down to the hospital. I’ll probably go down to get statements from them. Billy can take me. You don’t need to stick around through all this. I don’t know how long it will take.”

“Billy can bring you home?” Rich hated to walk away from her, but she was doing her job.

“Yeah.”

Rich thought about what he wanted to say and then decided to say it. What the hell. “You might ask him to drop you off at my house.”

Claire thought for a moment, then nodded. “I could do that. I could tell him I left my car there. But it would probably be pretty late.”

“I’ll leave the door open.”

“Okay. I’ll see you later.”

He pulled her close for a moment and leaned down and kissed her. She kissed him back, quickly and deeply.

He walked away with a spring in his step. The old cowboy boots felt pretty good on his feet. He imagined Claire waking him in the middle of the night. What a pleasant surprise that would be.
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CLAIRE smiled to herself as she watched Rich walk away. He didn’t quite swagger, but there was a little backbeat in his walk. She was glad she would get a chance to see Rich later on tonight. She had surprised herself by agreeing to stop by, but now she was glad. That last kiss had been full of promise.

Billy came over to talk, and she asked him if he had found anyone else who saw what had happened.

“Not really.”

“I find it surprising that no one saw someone get stabbed at a street dance. Everyone was all crowded together.”

“What’re you suggesting?” Billy asked.

“I’m not sure. Often people are eager to tell what they saw. Was Jed Spitzler not well liked?”

“Could be. Didn’t really know the guy myself.”

“You feel like taking me over to the hospital? This guy’s kids are over there, and I’d really like to talk to them tonight while it’s all still fresh in their minds. Steve can stay here and keep on with the questioning.”

“You’re the boss,” he said.

“No, I’m not. I’m not even here in an official capacity.”

He slapped her on the back. “Hey, you are the investigator of the Pepin County Sheriffs Department. You are as official as they come. If you weren’t here now, we’d probably be hauling your ass out of bed.”

She laughed. She liked Billy. Straight brown hair cut desperately short, lake-water blue eyes that sparkled when he smiled, and a lanky body. He was just out of the academy, and had chosen to work for a small sheriff’s office because he had grown up in this area. Also, he was one of the deputies who liked her. He did not appear to feel threatened by her, and in fact he went out of his way to let her know how much he appreciated her help on anything. She found him completely charming in how open he was to most everything.
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