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				Dedication

				To Suzanna, with whom I happily share the writing gene.

			

		

	
		
			
				One

				Tom stamped his feet on the hard-packed snow. “It’s cold enough to freeze a shadow.”

				His partner nodded. “It’s so cold, it’d freeze the balls off a pool table.”

				Tom chuckled. It came out in white cumulous puffs. “It’s so cold I think the rock rattling around in my boot is my big toe.”

				“Amen to that.” Clive knew it was his turn, but damn, if it wasn’t 20 below in the sunshine. It wasn’t funny any more. “Pass the coffee?” 

				“Sure, if you can remind me why we agreed it’d be a good idea to muzzleloader hunt the last week in November.” He tossed the silver thermos. It caught a dazzling ray of clean winter sunlight before landing neatly in Clive’s gloved palm.

				He didn’t even consider removing the gloves to twist off the cap. The zip of a vacuum opening was followed by the rich aroma of dark roast. “It’s the only time it’s allowed.”

				“Not what I meant.” Tom dropped his weight onto the hay bale with a labored huff and began to pack his rifle. It was tricky work in this frigid temperature. If he hadn’t just popped off his last round at a white-tailed buck well out of his Thompson Omega Z5’s range, he’d be as happy as a clam in butter sauce. 

				“I don’t know if you heard the news,” he continued, “but it turns out we can buy meat at a grocery store. We don’t need to freeze our hair off in a hay bale fort drenched with deer whiz.” Drawing in a breath for courage, he stripped his hands down to thin polar gloves and dropped a hundred grains of powder into the barrel from a pouch at his side. Next came the .50 caliber round. He grunted when he packed both with his ramrod. His hands felt like two wooden planks with chopsticks where the fingers should be. “Toss me the primer. And I wouldn’t yell at you for moving the sun heater closer.”

				Clive obliged on both counts. “We shouldn’t have brought it at all, you know. Animals catch wind of it, we might as well be on a beach in Mexico for all the deer we’ll see.”

				Tom rubbed his hands together briskly in front of the glowing orange circle before yanking the breech on his rifle. He shoved in the primer with cold-clumsy hands, tapped the breech closed, and thrust his hands back into fur-lined gloves with a sigh. Jabbing his mitts toward the heater, he rubbed them together until sensation returned in the form of intense, tingling pain. “I mentioned we can buy meat at the grocery store?”

				“You did.” Clive kept his eyes nailed to the lunar-white landscape. “But a ten-point rack looks a helluva lot better than a t-bone mounted over your fireplace.”

				Tom grinned, and it cracked the icicles on his mustache. “That was a ten-pointer, wasn’t it?”

				“Yup, and if you had let it get close instead of shooting wild, we’d be on our way home right now. Might be days before we get another chance like that.” 

				Tom moved in next to Clive, still smiling. “I dunno. That might have been the only deer dumb enough to stick around for the winter.” 

				Despite his complaints, there was no place in the world he’d rather be the last week of November, and he knew Clive felt the same. They’d been hunting buddies for over forty years—turkey, duck, deer, even elk the year one of them was lucky enough to get a license—and the colder, the better. It was especially peaceful during muzzleloader season, when all of the hobby hunters returned to the city, packing up expensive gear that was smarter than they were and leaving only the locals, those with enough pioneer blood still bubbling in their veins that they’d roll out of bed before the sun had seriously considered rising, pull on six layers of clothing, and trudge to their pickups, which would start as often as not. 

				Clive nodded. “Looks that way. You check the salt lick before we set up shop? Maybe the deer finished it off and that’s why we’ve only seen the one.”

				“I checked it two weeks ago when we came out bowhunting.”

				“But not since?”

				“Not since,” Tom said, taking the hint. He stretched his arms skyward until his back made a satisfying pop. “Anyone ever tell you that you’re lazier than furniture? You’re lucky I have to water the trees anyhow. Watch for that big buck while I’m out there.”

				“I’ll be doing nothing but.”

				Tom left the relative shelter of their hunting blind, a cube of hay four bales high and four across to keep them out of sight and scent of the animals. He crunched over the surface of the snow. Fourteen inches of the white stuff buried the ground, but at this temperature it turned hard as rock, squeaking underfoot. The air was dry, and the sun refracted off a billion ice crystals on the ground and the trees. It was blinding. He couldn’t be happier. All this time hunting together had fine-tuned their relationship into a comfortable marriage of shared interests, a tolerance for quiet spells, and a mutual admiration for one another’s skills. Clive watched his old friend footslog across the landscape. This was dedicated hunting land, over 400 acres of woods, water, hills, and prairie just across the Otter Tail County line. A mutual friend owned it, and though he charged the city folks to use it, his comrades hunted on it for free. The blinds and hunting stands were already in place, but this late in the year, they were responsible for checking the salt licks and, if they could get away with it, corn piles.

				A cracking sound toward Clive’s left yanked his attention. Something rustled in the copse of trees two hundred yards up. Tom must have heard it too because across the snow tundra he froze, staring in the direction of the same grove. 

				No birds sang. No wind blew. There were only two men on the frost-scorched landscape of a Minnesota November, the clean blue scent of cold cracking their nostrils. The silence lasted until the magnificent buck stepped out of the woods and into the open. He sniffed the air and barked, low in his throat, a warning sound. His rack reached toward the sun, all fourteen points glistening like polished wood. The proud beast glanced across the unbroken prairie toward Tom, who stood as motionless as stone. He was 100 yards from the massive beast and an equal distance from his gun.

				Clive already had his rifle at the ready, perched over the top of the blind. His breath tore out short and shallow. In one slow but fluid movement, he brought his hand to the trigger. He squinted and focused down the sight. His target was in range, a clean shot. He couldn’t feel the press of the metal lever through his thickly gloved finger, but he knew he was pulling it toward him, every tiny movement tumbling the powder closer to the spark. His heart was racing, pounding, forcing hot blood to his hands and feet. The bass snap of his trigger, when it finally came, was drowned in the momentary explosion of black and red flame out the end of his rifle. The pungent tang of fired gunpowder filled his nostrils. 

				Tom fell to the ground instantly, his blood a violent raspberry red staining the snow. One hundred yards away, the buck sprinted back into the woods, unharmed.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				The thermostat on my car was out, or so I figured as I used the tender meat of my hand to scrape a peephole on the inside of my windshield. Thirty years in Minnesota teaches you these handy bits: mosquitoes are attracted to white clothing and pretty much anything else you’d like to wear, a three-party government with a former professional wrestler at the helm isn’t the laugh riot you’d think it’d be, and if your car runs great except for the heater, it’s probably your thermostat.

				It was the “probably” in that last piece of wisdom that hung me up. As long as I pretended my car was just a four-door snowmobile with a radio, I could remain in the dark. Once I brought it to a mechanic, though, I risked hearing that my flux capacitator, or some other ridiculously expensive and hard-to-reach part, was shot. And then I’d need to choose one of three options: retire my beloved teenaged Toyota Corolla and take out a loan to buy another car, dip into my meager savings to repair her, or pretend that I misunderstood the mechanic and return to blissful ignorance. 

				I’m sure your car is at peace with Schmidt, too, Mechanic. Thanks and have a nice day!

				Just thinking about it made my shoulders tighten. At least my Toyota blocked the wind. That would suffice for now, record-cold November be damned. I wiggled my toes inside their good-to-72-below Sorels and rescraped the windshield spy-hole. Being no dummy, I was driving slowly to compensate for my lack of vision. I didn’t need to drive far, a three-mile hop skip from my place to visit a friend I hadn’t seen since October. He’d called last week with surprise good news, and today was the first day that worked out for both of us to celebrate.

				We’d met this past summer, right around when I was acquiring my Battle Lake sea legs. This west central Minnesota town had a downside, no question—not a single ethnic restaurant, no movie theater within 20 miles, and at least one mysteriously dead body floated to the surface every month, give or take—but you couldn’t beat the people. Every last one of ’em would charge into a burning house to pull out a stranger. Of course, immediately afterward, they’d head to the Turtle Stew to whisper about how it was almost certainly poor housekeeping that had caused the fire in the first place. It was the timeless small town dance of solidarity versus privacy. 

				I’d found myself cutting in last spring when my friend Sunny coerced me into leaving Minneapolis to housesit her doublewide resting on the most beautiful 200 acres this side of the Mississippi. I’d agreed, leaving behind six graduate credits in English, a waitressing job, and a boyfriend who tackled lovemaking with as much patience and skill as a monkey trying to figure out how to change the TV channel (one … of … these … must … be … it …). Made Battle Lake look pretty good. 

				The town had treated me well in many ways. For example, for the first time in my life, I had enough friends to form a basketball team, were I so inclined. No one treated me like a pariah for my father’s crimes, as they had in Paynesville, the tiny town I’d grown up in. And shortly after arriving, I’d landed a full-time job running the library after a homicide opened up the director position, proving that murder has its perks if you’re not the dead body. I also wrote a recipe column for the local paper as well as freelance articles, and three weeks ago I’d bowed to the Fates and begun pursuing my private investigator’s license. Mrs. Berns had planted the idea in my head. “This many dead bodies in your vicinity, you either got to be a mortician, a cop, or a PI, or people start to talk,” is how I believe she’d put it. We both agreed that the first option was gross and the second unlikely, which left only the third. That required undergoing certification training and tracking down a lawyer or licensed investigator who’d let me work under them for 6,000 hours. It was a daunting number, to be sure, but I’d gotten nibbles. 

				Oh, and did I mention I was in a relationship with kind, smart, sexy Johnny Leeson? I’d been spanked by the cosmos enough to recognize it’s bad luck to brag, but here’s the truth: Johnny is so hot that women cross their legs to keep from involuntarily whistling when he walks by. I know you’re wondering how I scored a hottie with a body like his, and to be honest, I’m as baffled as the next person. All I can tell you is that it happened, and I’m glad every day for it. 

				That’s not to say I’d become magically stable. In fact, certain that it was only a matter of time before I messed it up, I’d put clear parameters on our fledgling relationship: we’d keep separate lives, no “L” word until I gave permission, and no going beyond third base for the first six months. This was a seismic shift for me. I had a history of starting relationships with a trip to the bedroom, and it had never worked out particularly well for me. I wanted something better this time, and every after-school special I’d ever watched had convinced me I’d have to keep the relationship vertical to get it. 

				The point I’m trying to make is that I was in a good place in my life and as nervous as a funeral giggle because of it. This fine world would come crashing down around my ears soon. That’s just how the dice had always rolled for me. Until disaster struck, though, I was determined to make the best of it, starting with this afternoon’s celebration with Jed. 

				As long as me and my fridge on wheels could survive all the way to his place, that was. Man it was cold out. That’s one more thing you learn from thirty years in Minnesota, by the way. Once the temperature drops to the double digits below zero, there’s no point in applying adjectives. Cold is cold. I tugged my Swedish ski cap lower to protect the numb tips of my ears and breathed into my gloved hand to warm my nose. The heated air made my fingers ache in contrast. 

				In our conversation last week Jed hadn’t mentioned what we would be celebrating, probably because it hadn’t occurred to him that I might want to know. I smiled, sending white puffs of frozen breath through my teeth. Sometimes Jed acted like he hadn’t paid his brain bill, but that was his charm. He was one of the last innocents, a Shaggy minus Scooby Doo. His parents owned the popular Last Resort, and he still lived with them, serving as their man Friday as well as the oddjobber fix-it guy for many Battle Lake residents.

				I slapped my hands on my thighs to circulate the blood and visualized a steaming cup of cocoa. Jed’s mom had concocted the most amazing hot chocolate when we’d last gotten together in October, laced with a hint of mint and topped with homemade whipped cream. I salivated at the memory, then remembered that Jed’s parents always flew to Florida for the winter, leaving just before Thanksgiving. That meant they’d hit the skies around the same time Jed had called me. 

				Maybe I could talk him into going to the Shoreline for veggie chili and fresh cornbread, I thought, as I hung a left on Lakeshore Drive. I caught sight of the Last Resort sign a half a mile ahead. The deep snow buried its bottom quarter, so anyone not from around here wouldn’t know to “Turn Right to Claim Your Slice of Summer Heaven!” Maybe it was intentional, with that line serving as a paint-based barometer. 

				In the winter, this touristed side of the lake became a sparsely populated stretch. I caught only glimpses of the landscape through my tiny sighthole, and the lack of peripheral vision was beginning to make me claustrophobic. Maybe Jed could help me rig up an electric space heater in the car. Spurred by that hope, I flipped my turn signal and eased up on the gas in case the driveway was icy. 

				Too late, I realized that there was no driveway. I plowed into a monster drift of thick white snow broken by the occasional gray-limbed shrub. My foot attacked the brakes, but not before my front tires buried themselves in a snowbank. I swore like a one-legged sailor, my hot words freezing the second they left my mouth and dropping to the ground like ice cubes. Probably they’d roll under my seat and be forgotten until they thawed next spring, popping like soggy, four-letter firecrackers.

				I gunned the car forward and back, forward and back, but it was no use. My vehicle was stuck as a pig in the slaughter trough.
I flicked off the ignition and shouldered my way out. The frigid air pierced my cheeks like needles. I yanked my scarf over my nose and breathed shallowly to avoid the crackling pain of mucus membranes freezing from the outside in.

				Except for my ragged breaths, it was utterly silent outside my vehicle. Glancing around, two other facts struck me: the Resort’s driveway hadn’t been plowed since last week’s heavy snowfall—hence my stuckness—and the mailbox was so past full that the carrier had left a bag of letters tied to its front. 

				Shielding my eyes against the setting sun, I stared down the 200-yard drive to the main house and eleven cabins that comprised the Last Resort. Not a single light shone in any of the buildings, and I couldn’t make out footprints or shoveled paths. I replayed last week’s conversation with Jed. Had he sounded down? Mentioned leaving town? I ignored the warning thud of my heart.

				Tightening my wool scarf, I slogged to the mailbox, which was placed conveniently on the shoulder of Lakeshore Drive. It was too cold to take off my mittens, so I used my hands like crude tongs to paw through the letters. The oldest was an electric bill, postmarked the day after I’d spoken with Jed. A glance in the bag showed me that the carrier had dropped the most recent mail off today. But nobody was picking it up. A chill icier and more personal than the winter wind licked my spine.

				What had happened to my friend? 

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Three

				“Need a lift?”

				I refrained from asking him whether it was the thick white crust that had formed on the surface of my scarf or my frozen-open eyeballs that had tipped him off. “Please.”

				“Not a great day for a jaunt,” he said lightly, leaning over to roll up his window and open his passenger-side door. 

				I stepped up into his truck, awash in the smell of cigarettes, fast food, and sweet heat. These basic human comforts tamed my smart-ass tongue. “I’m afraid to look whether or not my legs are still attached.”

				He chuckled. His laugh was deep and out of place in his wiry body. I guessed he was in his early sixties and, judging by the rainbow pompom on his blue cap and smile lines creasing the corner of his eyes and mouth, not an immediate threat. I would have gotten into Satan’s corduroys, though, if it’d rescued me from the deep freeze. “They’re still attached, though I’m not sure they’d have taken you much farther. WCCO says it’s supposed to drop to 40 below with windchill tonight.”

				“Hmm. Sounds cold.” See? That’s how we roll in Minnesota. 

				“That your empty car I passed at the Last Resort?” He aimed a thumb toward his rear window. My Toyota was a mile back. Not possessing a cell phone and having established that there was no sense in staying in a heatless vehicle as dark fell, I had to choose from which direction to seek help. I was equidistant from the intersection of the better-traveled county road on the left or an occupied-looking house on the right. Given the light traffic I’d witnessed tonight, I chose the right. Unfortunately, once I reached the driveway, I saw it was as drifted over as the resort’s. It was too late to turn back and too cold to cry, so I’d put my head down and pushed on toward the next house. The only sound had been the chuffing of my boots on the snow and my ragged, cold-seared breath pushing through my iced-up scarf. The frozen moisture on my exhalations had turned the front of my scarf into a ragged, chafing patch of sodden, icy wool that scratched my face raw. I focused on that pain to take my mind off the humming numbness licking at my toes and fingertips. I’d constructed a mantra as I walked, a word for each step: one, two, Jed I’ll get to you, three, four, we’ll be cold no more.

				I nodded. “It’s my car.” The warmth was awakening painfully frozen nerves in my outer perimeters. “It’s stuck. You don’t happen to have a tow rope, do you?”

				“I do.” He executed a neat three-point turn with his old Ford.

				“Then you’re my winter angel.”

				He smiled mighty cryptically for a man wearing a pompom hat. “Lucky timing and a tow cable don’t make a man an angel.” His solid truck ate up the icy road in seconds. Just past the Last Resort driveway, he coaxed it into reverse and backed in behind my car, requesting my keys and hopping out before I had an opportunity to ask if he needed help. That’s okay. I wouldn’t have. The ache of sensation returning to my fingers and toes was agonizing.

				I swiveled in my seat and watched him yank a thick nylon rope with an evil-looking hook on each end out of the bed of the truck. He disappeared for a moment into the space between our vehicles. I heard the scrape of metal on metal before he popped back into view. He walked around the side of my Toyota, slid in quickly, and started her up. Doubtless he was putting it in neutral and warming her for me. I could have saved him the trouble, but it would have only stolen the shine off his kindness. He returned to the cab of the truck, bringing a wall of cold with him. Tiny icicles decorated his beard and mustache like tinsel. “You’re lucky you weren’t out here any longer. It’s cold enough to freeze the smile off a clown.”

				He accelerated the truck and freed my girl without any fanfare beyond the solid thump of iced wheels releasing. I thanked him sincerely and left the heated glow of his cab for the rock-cold seat of my Toyota. I grimaced. My thawing tips were immediately refreezing. I slid her into first gear and sped away like a fox from a trap. 

				I was closer to town than home and chose the former. The Fortune Café on the north side of Battle Lake not only had the nearest phone but was owned by my good friends Sid and Nancy. I didn’t want to be alone if Jed didn’t answer. I parked the car and limped through the ice-crystalled door of the Café. 

				It was late for the Fortune, a retrofitted 1920s house turned bakery that now specialized in coffees and teas, and homemade bagels, pastries, and soups. The air smelled of roasting coffee beans and cinnamon. Except for the owners and a smattering of customers playing Scrabble at a round table, the restaurant was empty. “Mira! Is that you?”

				I unwrapped my frozen scarf. “Parts of me. I might have lost my nose and a toe or two, but I’m hopeful I’ve still got the big ones.”

				“Oh my God! It’s freezing out there! Come over here and sit by the fire. Sid, get her some hot tea.”

				The fireplace tempted me obscenely, but I held out my hand. “First I need to find out where Jed is. I was supposed to meet him tonight, and no one’s at the resort. It doesn’t look like anyone’s been there for a week.” I kept my voice even.

				Nancy took in my pink cheeks, glossy eyes, and tight mouth. She shook her head and clucked. “Didn’t Jed tell you? He’s moved next to Kathy’s Klassy Kwilts. You know, where Herb’s Wienery used to be?”

				I melted, relief warming me faster than any fire. Jed’s body wasn’t rotting within inches of the phone he’d tried to crawl to after slipping and breaking both legs and one arm. I took a deep breath and redirected my brain. It liked to spend a questionable amount of time picking over gruesome possibilities when left to its own devices. Instead, I pictured the building Nancy was referring to. Herb’s had lasted all of three months. I think it was the owner’s unfortunate resemblance to a cow, from his big brown eyes and his droopy jowls to his tassly brown hair. It made you feel bad to eat a hot dog in front of him. Whatever the reason, Herb had packed up his saddlebags and moved the wienery to greener pastures last spring, the third restaurant in as many years to go under in that location.

				“Jed’s drained all the water from the resort’s pipes and moved out for the winter. Too expensive to heat.” She pushed me onto the couch and pulled off my boots to bring my toes closer to the fire. “He didn’t tell you, did he? And you went out there and saw the driveway was unplowed, most likely, and figured he’d died in his sleep or maybe been eaten by bears and no one else had noticed?”

				It’s weird how your worries sound stupid when someone else says them out loud. Weird and annoying as hell. “He told me to meet him at his place,” I said, a little defensively. “You’d think he’d have mentioned he’d moved.” 

				Nancy nodded agreeably. “You’d sure think he would have. You going to leave your snowpants on? You’ll warm up quicker if you get your skin closer to the fire.”

				Her kindness worked, and my peevishness began to melt incrementally. Tiny increments. I’m no quitter. “I thought he might be hurt out at the resort, maybe dead.”

				She clucked again and took the tea Sid had brought over. “I’m sorry.”

				Sid perched herself on the edge of the couch. “What’s this? Jed forgot to tell someone something important? Next you’ll be trying to tell me that a skunk stinks.”

				She was right. It was completely in character for him to invite me over but forget to tell me where he was living. It wasn’t his fault I’d driven into a snowbank or that my thawing extremities felt like they were simultaneously on fire and frozen. I sighed and made a conscious choice to let go of stress at the exact moment that the door chime jingled. We all swiveled our heads to see who had entered, and I cursed under my breath. It appeared that stress wasn’t ready to let go of me.

			

		

	
		
			
				Four

				Mrs. Berns was my best friend. She was also in her eighties and a beautiful package of white curls, deep wrinkles, and saucy wit. When her husband passed a decade earlier, she’d thrown off her housewife shackles and become a skilled cougar, chasing men half her age and catching her fair share. I loved her to death and back, but the expression on her face revealed that something was seriously wrong. I shot to my feet, disregarding the bone-deep pain of frozen toe tips. “What is it?”

				“I need a seat.”

				I led her over to the couch with Nancy’s help. Mrs. Berns was still sporting a light scar on her face and a limp, markers of the life-threatening car accident she’d been in five weeks earlier. This close, she felt frail. 

				“Can we get you some tea?” Nancy asked. Sid was already on her way to the kitchen.

				“Not unless that’s lesbian for ‘brandy,’” Mrs. Berns said, settling into the sofa.

				Nancy smiled. “’Fraid not. We’ve got a chocolate croissant with your name on it, however.”

				“Now you’re talking some sense.” Mrs. Berns stretched her feet toward the fire and took stock of me, her eyes squinting as she looked me up and down. “Went for a walk in this beautiful weather, by the looks of you.”

				“Forget about me. I haven’t seen you this stressed since, well  … ever.”

				She harrumphed, her face dropping back into the peaks and valleys of strain. “You know that funeral I attended this afternoon?”

				“Tom Kicker’s?” Nancy asked. “Sad situation.”

				I nodded in agreement. Everyone in the county knew Tom, or at least knew of him. He’d founded Battle Sacks thirty years earlier. The business had started, legend had it, when he couldn’t find a knapsack sturdy enough and with enough pockets to hold all his hunting gear. Swearing he could do better, he’d cut up an old canvas tarp and created the first Battle Sack. Since that time, the name had become synonymous with quality outdoor gear, and he’d expanded the line to include sleeping bags, hiking and camping equipment, and even a line of high-quality bows. The company had quickly outgrown the shed he’d originally started it in, and he’d constructed a factory on the outskirts of Battle Lake two decades earlier. Battle Sacks was the largest employer in the five-county area. All had been golden until last Saturday, when its founder had been shot and killed in a tragic hunting accident. The story had even made the St. Paul Pioneer Press. “I bet there were a lot of people at the funeral.”

				“The church was full to the top. Really good food, too. You know those First Lutheran ladies make the best bars. I’ve got some extra here, if you’re interested.”

				I tried to stop her from digging in her purse. “I’m good. So you’re stressed about the funeral?”

				She almost had her head fully tucked inside her grocery-bag-sized purse. Her voice was muffled. “Not that so much. Funerals can be a good time, depending on who you sit by. It’s the meeting with his daughter that’s set me off kilter.”

				“Hallie?” Nancy asked.

				Mrs. Berns pulled her head out of her purse. “That’s her. She’s my goddaughter, you might know. And she’s as convinced as the nose on her face that it wasn’t an accident that killed her father.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Five

				This brought Sid back from behind the counter. “What? But he was out hunting with Clive. Those two have been friends since high school.”

				Mrs. Berns made a dismissive sound. “I know that, you know that, the whole county knows that.”

				“So why does she think he was murdered?” I asked. Clive was actually my neighbor, in a country-mile sort of way, and a recluse as far as I could tell. There was a rumor among the high school crowd that he’d murdered his wife and children and fed them to the pigs years ago. I’d never put much stock in it. Every small town in Minnesota has an aging bachelor who’s been designated as either the fed-his-wife-to-the-pigs man or the trap-and-eat-children-for-fun guy. It’s just one more way we punish the single in society. Clive was gainfully employed, and on the rare occasions when our paths crossed, his hunched body language and smell labeled him a loner with a borderline drinking problem, not a murderer. As far as I knew, Tom was his only friend, and I think Clive liked it that way. In fact, I’d wondered if he’d started the pig-feeding rumor himself to keep people away.

				“That’s for you to find out,” she said. 

				I coughed involuntarily. “What?”

				“I told her you’d talk to her. Said you’d come over tonight, as a matter of fact.”

				“What?”

				“You already said that.”

				Feeling had finally returned to all the previously frozen parts of my body. Problem was, it was that high-pitched nerve pain that your body doles out as it decides whether or not you have frostbite. I tried to ignore it. “It was relevant both times. Why on earth would you tell Hallie that I’d talk to her?”

				“You’re a private dick, aren’t you?” She smiled innocently. She’d been tickled when I’d agreed to seek out my investigator’s license because it gave her countless legitimate opportunities to say “dick” in mixed company.

				“We’ve talked about this. I don’t have my license yet, it’ll be years before I do, and you don’t get to call me a dick. Besides, what is there to detect? A man was shot by his friend while they were hunting. He died, and the friend claimed it was an accident. If that’s good enough for the police, it’s gonna have to be good enough for Hallie.”

				“How many murders have you solved in the last six months? Seven? Eight?”

				“And not a one of them on purpose.”

				“Well, now you’ve got some purpose.” 

				I shook my head. “I want to be a small-town investigator. You know, the boring stuff. Online research, credit checks, maybe a cheating scandal or two. Nice and safe.” 

				She changed tack. “You won’t talk to a grieving woman on the night of her father’s funeral?”

				I groaned. Guilt was my kryptonite. “Why do you do this to me?”

				“You love it, and you know it.”

				“It won’t do any good, me talking to her.” I was already caving.

				“We’ll see.”

				“Tonight?”

				“Yes.”

				“I’ll only consider it if you’ll come with me.” I wasn’t very good at dealing with emotions, mine or others. I guessed there would be a lot of the latter.

				“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 

				“Fine. I’ll do it. It shouldn’t take long to convince her that a librarian isn’t her best bet if she wants to prove a murder.”

				“Right. Or for her to convince you that she might be on to something.” She indicated my hands, which I’d begun flexing to burn off the last of the frost-stiffening. “Now that I’ve spilled, why don’t you explain why you looked like you’d been shat out a snowman when I came in.”

				I updated her on my afternoon—no Jed, got stuck, walked across the tundra, rescued by a stranger, found out Jed moved.

				She nodded as if it all made perfect sense and then zeroed in on the part that affected her. “You better get that heat in your car fixed soon. I need you to drive me to Minneapolis on Wednesday.”

				“What for?”

				She returned to her purse and came out with a pair of sunglasses as big as dinner plates. “Gonna visit my daughter in Sedona.” She enunciated every syllable: C-doe-nuh.

				I’d met her daughter, Elizabeth, at the hospital after the car accident. She was good people. “What time’s your plane leave?”

				“Nine p.m. I scheduled the flight so you’d have just enough time to close up the library before driving me down.”

				“Very thoughtful,” I said. “When’re we leaving for Hallie’s?”

				She looked over her shoulder, her expression annoyed. “As soon as I get that chocolate croissant I was promised.”

				———

				I knew who Tom Kicker was, of course, and had seen him around town. The same was true of Hallie. I could have picked them both out of a crowd, though I’d never exchanged more than a few words with either of them. “How do you know the Kicker family?”

				Mrs. Berns sat next to me, furiously scraping the inside of the windshield as I drove. Dancing ice shavings turned the inside of the Toyota into a roving snowglobe. “That’s a potentially interesting question, but how’s this for a better one? What sort of goat-roping idiot drives a car without heat in Minnesota at the end of November? I’m just curious, mind you. Making conversation, if you will.” She was shivering so violently that her teeth clattered like castanets.

				“I’ll get it fixed. I just haven’t had time.” I shot her a sideways glance to see if she was buying it. Not only was she not in for a penny, she looked ready to whack me with the scraper. 

				“You wet-pantsed chicken. You’re afraid of what the mechanic is going to tell you, aren’t you?”

				“Unh unh. Just busy.” I steered the conversation back to the Kickers. “You must be 20 years older than Tom, and I never heard you talk about him. How’d you get to be Hallie’s godmother?”

				She returned to her scraping. “I didn’t know Tom that well, tell you the truth. Hallie joined my church while she was still in high school. She was having some problems at home but was never too specific about them. Her family wasn’t religious, so Sundays were her excuse to get away. She and I hit it off, and when she decided forever ago to get baptized, I agreed to be her spiritual guide.”

				I snorted. Talk about letting the wolf guard the sheep.

				“I’m multi-faceted,” she huffed. “Now step on it before my niblets freeze off.”

				Hallie lived in the rich part of town, which, given the size of Battle Lake, was right next to every other part of town. Her house was an old Victorian, the kind with a four-season porch, gingerbreading on the outside, and lots of turrets and crannies. I bet a person could get a lot of thinking done in a house like that, I thought, following Mrs. Berns up the well-traveled front walk. A soft snow had crept in and the streetlights were lit, imparting a faded, Norman Rockwell feel to the block of grand old houses.

				The stampede of footprints leading to Hallie’s front door suggested she’d entertained a traveling army recently, which made sense given her father’s death and funeral. They must have all gone home because only one light shone in the window. The door was answered before Mrs. Berns finished knocking. 

				“You came. I wasn’t sure if you would.” Hallie was in her late forties, and because she was a little short and a lot round, I’d always assumed she’d be nice to hug and smell like fresh-baked cookies up close. Right now, though, the pinched look around her eyes and mouth suggested the only thing she wanted to hug was her pillow and a bottle of Valium.

				“I said I would. Now let me in. I’m so cold I can’t feel my liver.” Mrs. Berns pushed her way inside.

				“Hi,” I said, holding out my hand. The growl of a car coming to life rumbled from the end of the block, followed by the sound of a windshield being scraped. “I’m Mira. I don’t know if we’ve ever been formally introduced. I’m sorry about your loss.” 

				She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Thank you for coming. You probably think I’m ridiculous, asking you here to talk about my dad’s shooting. The police are certain it’s an accident.”

				The car at the end of the block took off, its tires making a crunching cornflakes sound on the newly fallen snow. I tried to keep my shivering within the myoclonic range. “But you’re not?”

				“Where are my manners? Come in and have a seat. Can I get you something to drink?” She closed the door behind me and led us into a grand den stuffed with soporific-looking sofas and velvet-backed chairs. My second fire of the evening crackled in the fireplace, and through the heat-tempered glass shielding the front and the back of the fire, I could see into the room on the other side.

				“Brandy,” said Mrs. Berns. “And Mira gave up drinking a month or two ago, but I predict she’ll be back in the bottle soon. Want to start tonight, dear?”

				I shot her the stink eye. Her social filter, flimsy under the best of circumstances, must have frozen entirely on the way over. “I’d take some hot chocolate, if you have it.”

				“Of course. I’ll be right back.”

				She turned a corner and a light illuminated the glass on the other side of the fireplace. I realized it was the kitchen I was seeing through there. Suddenly, I was dying to explore this majestic house. “How much do you think a place like this costs?” I whispered to Mrs. Berns.

				“Less than it would in Minneapolis. You’re going to snoop, aren’t you?”

				Bugger that she knew me so well. I’d always struggled to pass a closed door without at least jiggling the knob. If it was unlocked, a peek couldn’t hurt anyone, could it? It was an affliction, but there were worse ones. “No. I need to use the bathroom.”

				“Okay. It’s the third door on your left down that hallway. Let me know if you find anything interesting.”

				I stuck my tongue out at her and left the warm firelight. The hallway was graced with what I assumed were the original tin ceilings and elaborate crown molding. I stretched my hands as high as they would go, and the ceiling was still seven feet away. The walls were decorated with dark wood chair rails and dozens of family photos. Most of them were of Hallie when she was younger, standing alone or with a dark-haired version of her father and the woman I guessed was her mother. I couldn’t remember if Tom Kicker had been divorced or widowed. I’d ask Mrs. Berns later. 

				Whenever the three of them were posed together, they looked happy, all sunburned noses and wide smiles. I recognized Minnesota landmarks in many of their photos—the Paul Bunyan statue in Brainerd, Split Rock lighthouse in Two Harbors—looming behind a grinning Hallie who in the earliest photos was missing teeth. As the photographic timeline progressed, she grew taller and then rounder, and by the end of the line-up, she’d graduated to curled hair, bell bottoms, and the large eyeglasses favored by shop teachers and fans of the Bay City Rollers.

				Tom must have snapped most of the photos because he appeared only in a handful, though at the end of the wall, he was front and center in a fishing shot. I recognized Clive. The other two men were strangers to me. The photo appeared about five years old, judging by their clothes and the gray peppering their hair. The four of them stood on a dock, holding a muskie so huge they each had two hands on it. Tom was laughing, mouth open, and the much-older man immediately to his right seemed to be sharing the joke. Clive and the other fellow looked stiff, but it might have been the way the late afternoon light fell on their faces.

				I heard Hallie return to Mrs. Berns and pulled myself away from the photos. I really did need to use the bathroom. I hurried to the end of the hall. All the doors on my way were open, so I could see right into an office and a neatly kept spare bedroom on my right and a fabulously oaky and well-stocked private library on my left. I steered into the bathroom and did my business, forgoing opening any of the cabinets. I actually do have a curiosity line that I won’t cross.

				My hot cocoa was waiting for me when I returned. “Thank you,” I said, accepting the steaming mug. I dipped my pinkie in the liquid, felt it was exactly the right temperature, and took a big swallow. 

				I opened my eyes and saw Hallie smiling at me, this time from her eyes. “Good stuff ?”

				“You have no idea. This is the first time I’ve been completely warm in hours.”

				“I’m glad.” She sat in the love seat at an angle from the sofa. We could all converse with one another comfortably, but she seemed not to know where to start. 

				Mrs. Berns, however, didn’t suffer from that affliction. “So you think Tom was murdered.”

				I choked on my hot chocolate, but Hallie took it in stride. “I do. I know it sounds crazy, which is why I haven’t told anyone but you, and now Mira. It’s just a feeling I can’t shake. Well, that and the fight.”

				“Fight?” I asked, against my better judgment.

				Hallie nodded and took a deep slug of her drink. It was also in a mug, but I’d wager twenty dollars it wasn’t hot chocolate. “I don’t think they wanted anyone to hear it. I’d stopped in late at the plant last Friday to pick up some work—I’ve been the bookkeeper for twenty years, my first and only job, really—and saw my dad’s truck out front. I was surprised because he was supposed to be hunting with Clive for the weekend. I walked to the main office and was going to go in when I heard the voices. It was Clive and my dad, arguing.”

				I placed my empty mug on the end table, wondering if maybe I should have paced myself. I was starting to feel sleepy, like a well-fed kitten. “How do you know it was Clive?”

				She shot me a glance I couldn’t read. “Clive has been in my life forever. I’d recognize his voice anywhere.”

				“What were they arguing about?” Mrs. Berns asked.

				“That’s just it.” Hallie sat forward in her chair, her face haggard. “I don’t know. Clive yelled something about nobody finding out, and my dad said something back, too quiet for me to hear. He wasn’t a yeller, never had been,” she added, almost as a plea. “Then Clive yelled at him to wait just a week. Well, as soon as I realized it was those two, I didn’t want to be a busybody. I left.”

				Mrs. Berns arched her eyebrow at me. See, some people choose not to be nosy, it said. I aimed my own eyebrow back. Women who lie in glass cougar dens shouldn’t throw stones, it said. 

				Hallie sniffled, and we both returned our attention to her. “If I’d known it was the last time I’d have seen my dad, I’d have gone in there. I’d have hugged him and asked what they were fighting about.”

				Her words stacked a heavy load on my back. In that moment, I recognized what Hallie was doing and why we were here. She wanted to change the outcome of this story. I’d attempted the same thing when I’d lost my own dad. When someone who is sewn tightly into the fabric of your life dies unexpectedly, you become desperate to rewrite history, to “what if” every moment in the space-time continuum until you’re crazy with misery and guilt. My father had been a sloppy drunk who’d killed himself and two people in another car in a head-on collision. My high school had somehow acquired his crushed Chevy Impala and displayed it on the campus as a cautionary tale. I was forced to walk past it every day of my senior year, and still, given all that he’d put me through, I’d tried to paint him as a misunderstood hero that I could have saved. I imagined it was a hundred times worse if your dad had been a decent person. Best to reset her compass quick and clean. 

				“Look,” I said gently. “I know it can be hard to lose someone you care about, but Clive and your dad were good friends. People who know each other well fight, and then they make up. I’m sure that’s what you heard—friends having a meaningless argument. It couldn’t have been that bad if they went hunting together afterward, right?”

				She gripped her mug like it held her spare heart, and rose to her feet, her voice trembling. “But that’s it, don’t you see? My dad and Clive have been hunting together for decades. They were pros. Clive knew his way around a gun better than his own hand. There’s no way he’d accidentally shoot my dad. No way. It had to be on purpose.”

				“But why?”

				She fell back into the chair like a popped balloon. “That’s what I need you to find out.”

				Mrs. Berns downed her brandy in a swallow and strode over to Hallie. She put her arm around her. “You’ll have to accept that it may have been an accident, dear. But if it was murder, our Mira here will figure it out.”

				“What?”

				She glared at me over her shoulder. “You might want to get either your hearing or your vocabulary checked. You seem to not be processing things too well.”

				“But—”

				“But nothing. I already told Hallie you’d look into it. I’d do it myself if I wasn’t on my way to Sedona.” C-doe-na. She returned to her place next to me on the couch and twisted the vulnerable skin underneath my arm.

				“Ouch!” I swatted at her hand. “I’m not a real detective. I’m not even a real librarian.”

				“Now, now. You’re a real dick deep down, even if you don’t yet have your license.” Mrs. Berns’ eyes glistened. “Take your future by the reins. Just last week you were telling me you need to get a million hours of apprentice work in before you can be licensed. Hallie already spoke with her lawyer, and he said he’d hire you to investigate this. You get paid, Hallie gets help, and you get closer to being licensed.”

				Hallie nodded vigorously.

				I sighed. This whole plan would all make perfect sense in a loony bin. I looked at Hallie square. “Hallie, I’m an English grad school drop-out who was promoted to head librarian when her boss disappeared. Everything I know about investigating murders has come from trying to save my skin or reading a book. You sure you wouldn’t rather hire a professional?”

				Hallie sat forward, speaking earnestly. “The closest private investigator is in Fargo. He would stand out like a sore thumb around here. I need someone who can ask questions without people being suspicious. I’m now the owner of Battle Sacks, and I have too many employees I’m responsible for. I can’t afford any more negative publicity. Think how it already looks, the owner of an outdoor supply company dying in a hunting accident.”

				She had a point, and the more sense she and Mrs. Berns made, the less I liked it. “I need to think about it.”

				They let me off at that. We left a sad-eyed Hallie, and Mrs. Berns nagged me for not having heat the whole fourteen blocks to the nursing home. I made sure she made it to her room safely even though the stress of the day caught up with me and hung off my body like a hundred sand bags. I dragged myself back to my car and navigated the icy roads all the way to my mailbox, where I pulled out a stack of bills. I drove down the interminable driveway, plugged in my car, let out my dog, and called Jed to make certain he was safe. He was, and so apologetic that it was difficult to muster up anger. We made plans to get together later in the week.

				I possessed barely enough energy to brush my teeth, but a letter on the top of the pile caught my attention. It was from an unfamiliar bank, and it looked official. It could be good news, right? Maybe I’d inherited. Or maybe I owed. I cranked the house’s thermostat to 72 degrees and listened to the click and then hum of it kicking in. The letter stared at me. I brushed my teeth, let the dog back in, ran fresh water for both animals, peeled off my clothes, and hopped into bed. 

				Who was I kidding? I heaved myself up and went to the letter.

				  Dear Ms. Miranda James:

				This letter is to inform you that your school loan deferment period ended on May 1st. We have had difficulty tracking down your most recent address; as a result, your account is in arrears. This is your last notification before a collection agency is …

				I balled up the letter and tossed it toward the basket. It looked like I would be taking on Hallie’s case after all.
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