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For Anthony and Bambi


PROLOGUE



The boy, forever seventeen, should have grown to be an old man. He should have had the chance to explore the world, find his own jukebox, find his true love. Instead, he was left battered and broken to die in a ditch on Highway 25 just across the county line from Pearsal County.

The fields saw them—the boys and the girl. The bonfire behind the bar with the muffled thump of the jukebox inside. Maybe it was playing the Beatles or the Dave Clark Five or the Righteous Brothers. They couldn’t hear it, and they made their own sound, the laughter of the boys and the one girl. They sat around the fire and drank Jim Beam pilfered from the bar by Roddy, the boy whose ears stuck out and who wanted to have friends and who could fix the jukebox.

The girl laughed a high piercing sound as she teetered on the log, her hair stiff with hair spray and her lips pale with the lipstick from the drugstore. And as they emptied the Jim Beam bottle, the laughter became more raucous and mean and the boys said things that Roddy couldn’t hear because he was nearly deaf. They had a baseball bat and took turns batting at the empty bottles, roaring with drunken delight as the glass shattered onto the ground.

Then, under the starry late May night with the fields ripe and ready for the corn to grow, the laughter turned into something else. The girl rose and the world tipped upside down, and she was dizzy and sick and she wanted to go home. The boys, their laughter more like a howl, grabbed her and dragged her to the field. They held her down while she struggled. One lay on top of her, his pants down. And others urged him on. The fields saw the boys drunk, acting with an animal frenzy and following their leader.

One of the boys grabbed the baseball bat and swung it at Roddy like he was going for a home run. And when it struck, the light went out of his eyes forever.

The fields saw the boys dragging Roddy across the road and into the ditch. Another watched. And the watcher had a deep love for Roddy, but he kept silent.

Sixty years later, with the sun setting on the class of 1965, it was time to act on what the fields saw that night.
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THE PODCASTER


The floor of the forest had a crispness that foretold of winter to come. The trees were turning their red and golden hues. Blue, the small poodle, his paws wet in the dewy undergrowth, snuffled as he walked the path ahead of Red. She paused as Blue trotted on, looking up at the azure sky and taking in the early morning smells. Pines and the falling leaves and the essence of nature readying for the winter sleep.

They found their way to the oak tree with the small stone marker. Will’s name was not etched on it because he’d said, “I want to disappear into the forest.” Red sat down on the crude wooden bench she’d constructed a few years ago. It wobbled under her weight. “It’s been four years, Will. I still see you sometimes out of the corner of my eye. I hope you are resting easy.”

Blue sat next to her, gazing up with soft eyes. Red stroked him, listening to the chirping of the birds. She blocked the thoughts of Will’s dilapidated recliner still sitting where he last used it. Her friends didn’t say it, but she knew they felt it. Felt that it was time for Red to “move on.” Taking a deep breath and exhaling softly, she let the forest soothe her.

As she closed her eyes, embraced by the peace in the woods, the serenity of the moment was broken by the ringtone of her phone. Blue stood, knowing the walk in the woods was soon over.

“Sheriff, it’s Billie. We have a woman here who insists she had an appointment with you.”

Apple Taylor, the podcaster. As if Mother Earth understood a change coming to Pearsal County, the restful silence was pierced with the insistent cawing of crows harassing a lone owl deep in the woods.

The young woman stood at Red’s desk, her short hair peroxided to a brittle white. Red estimated she was in her mid-twenties. Her bare arms were covered in a mishmash of tattoos of varying colors and designs. A small red jewel stud graced her left nostril, and gold rings covered the edges of both ears. Red reserved judgment on all the body décor. The woman had a liveliness to her eyes that could easily translate into mischief.

“What can I do for you?” Red rested her arms on the desk.

The woman extended her hand. “I’m Apple Taylor. I do a podcast on unsolved murders.”

“Yes?” Currently the unsolved death list in Pearsal County consisted of a child found buried in the early 1900s and a hit-and-run from the 1950s.

“I understand that a teenager was a victim of a hit-and-run back in 1965.” The woman consulted her phone with notes on it. “His name was Roddy Thompson. I’m wondering if anyone is working on the cold case.”

Red frowned. The name was familiar but not one in the Pearsal County Sheriff’s files. “I’m sorry, but I don’t recall a case from 1965.”

Apple scrolled through her phone. “Found in a ditch near a rural bar named Jukebox Alley in May of 1965. No one was apprehended and no one was charged.”

Red’s late husband, Will, had once told her about a case that happened near the Pearsal County line. “It bothered my dad, but it was out of his jurisdiction. When the body of a high school student was discovered in the ditch, Dad didn’t investigate because it happened across the county line in Dickson County. He suspected it involved something more than a hit-and-run by a drunk driver. Dad said the kids who hung around the bar knew more than they were telling.”

Red nodded to the podcaster. “I think the case you are talking about belongs to Dickson County. You need to talk with them about the status of the investigation.”

The young woman wrinkled her brow. When she spoke, her voice had a slight nasal whine to it. “I tried them, and they sent me here.”

Red wasn’t surprised. Dickson County was in disarray since their sheriff had been accused of defrauding several elderly constituents and was currently on leave.

“Why are you interested in this?”

The young woman pressed her lips together before speaking. “I got a tip about it. The tip said Vance Judson was involved.”

Red worked to hold back her surprise. “How was he involved?”

Apple shrugged. “That’s what I would like to find out.”

“I’m not sure I can help you, but I am curious about this tip.”

Apple tapped her phone and studied it for a few moments. “The tip said that the boy who was killed was odd and that Vance and his friends didn’t like him.”

“Can you tell me anything about the tipster?”

“It came by text and I accidentally erased it. I get so many that I have to erase them every week or so.”

Apple licked her lips after speaking, and Red suspected she was lying. “What are you looking for?”

“I think there’s a connection between Judson and the death. I read the old newspaper articles, and they quoted the Dickson County sheriff at the time saying he’d interviewed several of the kids who were there the night the hit-and-run happened.”

“And Judson was one of them?”

Apple shrugged again. “The article didn’t give names, but Judson was a member of Roddy’s high school class. That’s why I need the official report.”

“I see.” Red nodded. “I’m sorry I can’t help you.”

Apple bowed her head and slipped the phone into her pocket. “Sure, I guess.”

Red noted the disappointment. She could envision herself at that age, young and enthusiastic with a mission. “You strike me as being seriously involved in your work as a podcaster. I’m curious, what got you into unsolved cases?”

Apple’s eyes brightened as she explained how a podcast called Serial had piqued her interest in following up on cold cases. Red listened, trying to keep a neutral expression. She’d downloaded a couple of true crime podcasts and recognized how they went for the dramatic. Her friend Georgia had called it truthiness in broadcasting. “They always leave you hanging, and they always make the detectives and investigators look either uncaring or incompetent.”

Apple said she was working on this as her second series. “In my first one, we didn’t find who caused the murder, but we uncovered a poor investigation by the authorities.”

Red worked not to smile. “Oh?” Not a good way to establish a relationship with local law enforcement.

“The tip I got,” Apple continued, “said Vance Judson was part of a cover-up in the death of Roddy Thompson and that I should look into it.”

Red raised her eyebrows. “Then you know he’s scheduled to come to Lykkins Lake for a sixtieth class reunion.”

When Apple smiled, her teeth were perfectly straight, the product of a good orthodontist. “That’s why I’m here. I hope to talk with him and his classmates. Maybe you know where he is staying?”

Now came the real reason the podcaster was sitting in her office. Apple wasn’t after the official file as much as information on Vance’s whereabouts. Red didn’t know Vance Judson’s schedule and basically wished he’d stay home on whichever private island or penthouse apartment he owned. His arrival was going to be her headache. The town was already stirred up about the hometown boy who made good.

She folded her hands on the desk. “I don’t have access to his schedule. I understand he travels with private security.” A note of irritation crept into her voice. Lykkins Lake was in for a circus with Judson’s arrival, and she did not need an enthusiastic amateur investigator running around town with a microphone. “I’m sorry I can’t be of more help. You might try Dickson County again.”

“Well, then. Thank you.” Apple’s smile had a slyness to it.

Red wondered if she had recorded the conversation so she could report that the local sheriff was uncooperative.

After the girl left, Red gazed at the photo of her and Will. They both had their uniforms on—Will the sheriff and Red the deputy. He was taller than her by about five inches and wore a buzz cut. Her dark hair was tangled and windblown. They smiled into the camera like they were having fun. That was before the cancer ate away at his six-foot-three frame and eventually left her a widow.

“Well, Will, what does this mean?”

As if to answer, Jason, her chief deputy, walked into her office holding a clipboard with the staffing schedule. He was in his late twenties, and some of his youthful pudginess had melted away over the last few years. He still looked like he could be in high school. Pointing at the doorway, he asked, “Who was that?”

“A podcaster looking at a hit-and-run that happened sixty years ago. Somehow Vance Judson’s name came up. She’s trying to connect him with the death.” Red let out an audible sigh. “I sent her back to Dickson County, but I’m sure that’s not the last we’ll hear of her.”

“Judson and a hit-and-run? Cool!”

Jason drew back a little at the expression on Red’s face.

“Ah, not ‘cool’ for several reasons. A kid died, and all her digging is going to bring more press and drama to this damned reunion. And possibly more sorrow for the family.” She softened her expression. “I wish the man who went off to make billions had graduated from any high school in Minnesota except Lykkins Lake.”

“Agreed, I guess.” He pointed to the clipboard. “We have some holes to fill. It’s going to be big in town next week when Judson arrives.”

Red’s shoulders tightened. “No kidding. At least we have a couple of applicants for the openings, but it will be too late for the Judson circus. Right now, I feel like if we can find someone who can walk and chew gum at the same time, we’ll hire them—today.”

Jason grinned. “Sure you’re not asking too much?”

After he left, she closed her eyes for a moment. Please get me through this reunion and this podcaster without too much overtime. Or worse, a riot.
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VANCE JUDSON


The Town Talk Café was after-lunch-rush quiet when Red walked in. One table in the corner was occupied by Beldon Rafferty, Lykkins Lake city manager, and a couple of county commissioners. Red waved to them, but didn’t stop to talk. She and Beldon were not the best of friends, especially after his son Mitch lost to her in the sheriff’s election three years ago.

Scotty, the owner of the Town Talk and friend of Red’s, set a mug of coffee in front of her. “I will be back with comfort food.”

Scotty and the rest of Red’s poker club were aware that the anniversary of Will’s death was approaching. Red tried to brush it off with them, but they knew her too well. As Georgia said, “It’s like a cloud envelopes you around this time every year.” Georgia had the good sense not to tell her it was time for closure. “Red, you will always grieve, but it softens over time.”

Red didn’t have the patience to wait for the softening. Most of the time she kept Will in a separate room in her brain. This morning for those few peaceful moments, she had opened the door. Now, back to business.

Scotty brought the cheeseburger and fries and slipped into a chair across from her. “The energy level in this town is skyrocketing. Imagine the town’s most successful person coming for a visit!”

Red bit into her cheeseburger and peered at her. “He’s my headache right now. Beldon Rafferty informed me that Mitch would be providing local private security. He’s got a permit to carry, for God’s sake. Really? It’s a reunion of old duffers and a dance. The most danger Judson is going to be in is if he falls during the Lindy Hop and breaks a hip.”

Scotty waggled a finger at her. “Don’t pull that ageism crap. Just because it’s the sixtieth reunion doesn’t mean they’re all shuffling around with walkers. Besides, what’s a Lindy Hop?”

“It’s a dance my mother used to talk about. Check YouTube.” Red lifted a limp fry off the plate. “What? Are these microwaved leftovers?”

Scotty ignored her. “A couple of pieces of news for you. First, I hear a cable station from the cities wants to cover the banquet.”

Red’s jaw tightened. “Beldon would love the publicity.”

“And second, my mom is coming for the reunion.” Scotty’s expression was less than gleeful. “You know she and I occupy different planets.”

Red dipped the limp fry in ketchup. “I didn’t know she was in Vance’s class.”

“Worse. She went to the prom with him.”

They were interrupted when Georgia walked in the door. For a moment, it appeared she was drunk as she teetered, grabbing the back of an empty chair. Both Red and Scotty reached her in time to ease her into the chair. Georgia’s normally impeccable hair was flattened in the back, and she had a bandage above her left eye.

“My God, Georgia. What happened to you?” Red sat next to her, still holding her arm.

Georgia waved her away. “I had an altercation with the corner cabinet in my shop. Someone called wanting to see a photo of it, and when I tried to pull it out for better viewing, it tipped. I believe my face saved it from crashing to the floor.” She gently touched the dressing above her eye. “I’m okay. Lou saw me in the clinic and glued me together. She’s quite good at it, you know.”

Something wasn’t right in Georgia’s voice—a noticeable slurring. While Scotty ran to get her a glass of water, Red studied her. “Georgia, did she check you out for a concussion?”

The older woman giggled. “She gave me a couple of pain pills before letting me go. They’re pretty neat.”

Red had never heard her friend use the phrase “pretty neat” before. “I think we need to get you home and tuck you in for a bit.”

Georgia shook her head. “Uh-uh. I promised a photo, and I didn’t get it.”

“How about if you stay here with Scotty and I run over to your store and take a few photos?”

Scotty agreed to tend Georgia and bring her hot tea and a little toast while Red took photos.

Georgia’s Antiques stood at the end of Main Street in a building that had once held Swenson’s Mercantile years ago. It was packed with old furniture and collectibles. For Red, the most important part of the store was the back room with its oak table and the wall hanging announcing the Florence Nightingale Memorial Poker Club rules. These were the nurses who kept her sane in times of great stress. The door was unlocked, which didn’t surprise Red. Who would want to steal dusty old furniture?

The corner shelf was built to be attached to the wall. Georgia must have pulled it down from the dresser it had been propped up on. It was on the scuffed wooden floor, lying on its side. It was heavy enough that Red decided to sit on the floor and photograph it rather than try to lift it back on the dresser. She propped it up as best as she could and took several photos with her phone. The shelf had a door with a wooden design that reminded her of the Viking relief carving designs she’d seen in the Runestone Museum in Alexandria. Though the shelf was nicked in places and needed refinishing, it was a fine example of old-world craftsmanship. As she examined it, she was surprised Georgia hadn’t sold it.

She turned it to get a photo of the back. A typewritten label had been taped to the back. The label was brown with age, and the glue had dried to the point where the paper was close to coming off.

Red photographed the label. Einer Judson, 1927.

The Judson name was suddenly showing up everywhere.

By the time she got back to the Town Talk, the “closed” sign hung from the door, and Scotty sat with Georgia, their heads together in serious conversation.

“Your photographer has arrived.”

Scotty beckoned her in. “Georgia is feeling better, aren’t you?”

“A little drugged.” Her voice quality was more normal. “Sorry, I don’t react well to pain meds. I should have told Lou.”

Red had a meeting with Beldon and the mayor in twenty minutes to discuss security for the reunion. “I need to get you home so I can sit through yet another meeting about how Vance is going to be a great boon to Lykkins Lake and Pearsal County.”

“You mean like grant us a billion dollars or so?” Scotty shook her head. “Vance is of that class of ultra-rich where he either keeps his money or spends it on private jets.”

Red showed Georgia the photos.

Georgia reacted to the last one with the label. “Interesting that someone wants that shelf at the same time Judson is coming to town. Maybe they think they can make a killing selling family memorabilia back to him?”

“Wishful thinking, then.” Scotty studied the photo. “From what I’ve read about Vance, if it didn’t come from ancient Greece or the Ming dynasty, he’s not interested.”

Georgia nodded. “I’ve had that dusty piece of furniture for years, and God knows how long it was there before I bought the store.”

“If it’s a family heirloom, you could be rich.” Scotty grinned.

“And maybe you can also send the medical bill to Vance,” Red added.

Georgia sipped her tea. “What is the Vance and Lykkins Lake story?” Georgia, in her mid-sixties, was a relative newcomer to Lykkins Lake. After she’d retired from the Minnesota Department of Health, she’d bought the antique store—which she called her very expensive hobby.

Scotty looked at Red before replying. “What I’ve gleaned from the old gossips in town is that Vance was popular in high school, went off to college, and never looked back. His parents were divorced, and his father was some kind of a bigwig in this part of the state. I think he was a legislator at one time. They say he was rich and not a nice man. Like father, like son, maybe.”

Red listened but said nothing. Over the years, she’d heard little bits and pieces about the Judson family in Lykkins Lake. Sheriff Rollie Hammergren, Will’s father, had dealt with a few calls about drunken behavior. This was back in the days before the rising consciousness about domestic abuse. Will said he was sure Vance’s father was an alcoholic abuser and no one in town was surprised that Vance left and never came back. In the dusty old criminal files, she was sure there was one labeled Judson.

“…made his money in real estate. Bought run-down apartment buildings, evicted the tenants, and refurbished them for much higher rents. At least that’s what I heard.” Scotty turned to Red. “Right?”

“Ah, sure. Listen, I have a meeting in ten minutes. Scotty, will you accompany our fellow poker player home for a nap? I don’t want Lou to have to do any more gluing.”

Georgia raised her hand. “Wait, wasn’t there something else about Vance? Or his high school class?”

Scotty closed her eyes for a moment. “Ah yes, my mother talked about it once. One of their friends was killed in a hit-and-run up by Kitty’s Bar near the county line. Never found out who did it.”

As Red walked down the street to the city offices, she reflected on Vance’s arrival and the podcaster. Would Apple Taylor have had any interest in the six-decade-old death if Vance hadn’t been so famous? After the meeting, she would root around in the old files stored in the basement and see if Rollie had kept anything on the hit-and-run. For now, though, she had to deal with Beldon and the city fathers and all their demands.
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OLD FILES


Red sat through the meeting about the reunion plans with an unease that sent an ache through her shoulders. Next week’s arrival of Vance Judson was sure to be filled with drama. Vance was not only rich and publicity seeking but also a controversial figure. When he made public appearances, a small group of protesters often showed up with bullhorns and placards. Beldon wanted to make sure they stayed out of Lykkins Lake.

“We must have laws on the books about public disruption.” He narrowed his eyes at Red.

“They will need a permit if they plan to march in protest.”

“Damned if we will give them one.”

Red didn’t point out that the Judson protesters tended to be an impromptu group and not an organization that would apply for a permit.

One of the county commissioners raised his hand. “What are they protesting?” He fell into Red’s “clueless” category. Perhaps his only source of information was Fox News, and they didn’t report all the accusations against Judson for everything from parties with prostitutes to evicting poor families in the middle of winter.

Beldon didn’t have a clear answer. “Ah…well. They don’t like that he’s rich, I guess.”

Either he hadn’t done his homework either or he chose to stick his head in the sand. Red had studied enough about Vance to know that his money now came mainly from investments in real estate. As far as she could tell, he didn’t actually do anything except promote himself. The protesters were a mixed group of environmentalists and people concerned about the living conditions in some of the properties he owned.

Beldon turned to Red. “How are you going to handle the protesters?”

She knew he wanted her to tell the group that she would arrest them on-site and put them in jail. “We’ll keep a close eye on them. If they disrupt the banquet, we will take care of it.”

Beldon frowned. “Mitch says we should get to them before they cause trouble.”

“You mean like tar and feather them when they show up?” It slipped out before she could stop herself. The other committee members laughed.

Beldon’s cheeks reddened. “You are not taking this seriously.”

Red held up her hands, palms out. “I don’t mean to make fun of this. I know the potential for problems exists, and we will keep a close eye if protesters come. However, we do live in a country that values free speech. In law enforcement we walk a fine line.”

“Well,” Beldon huffed, “If Mitch were in charge…”

Thank God he wasn’t. Red knew Mitch could be a hothead who would act before he thought.

After the meeting, Beldon approached her, his face still red from her comment about tarring and feathering. He waggled a finger at her. “You will be sorry if this turns into a shit show.”

She resisted waggling her finger back at him. “I’m sure you’re right. However, since we haven’t had any threats or indication of trouble, I don’t want to rile my constituents into worrying that riots are on the way and buildings will burn.”

She walked away before Beldon could reply. She purposefully held her shoulders back and her back straight. She also repeated a mantra Will had teased her with over the years from Al Franken: “Remember, you’re good enough, you’re smart enough, and doggone it, people like you.”

By the time she reached the courthouse, she was smiling to herself. “Doggone it!” she said out loud.

Ed the janitor greeted her. “Sunny enough for you?”

She squinted up at the sky. “Looks like we’ll have a frost tonight.”

“You’re the sheriff. You should know.” He tipped his hat at her.

“Sure thing.”

Once in her office, she resolved to do some digging into old files for information on the Judson family or the hit-and-run. Last year she’d scored a small grant to hire someone to digitize the paper files. She’d gotten half of what she needed, so files older than about thirty years hadn’t been catalogued into the computer. Any information on either the Judson family or the death of Roddy Thompson was most likely buried in the basement of the courthouse.

Red remembered the first time she’d ventured down there as a dispatcher before she trained to be a deputy. The room had the feel of creeping horror with its dank, musty smell and poor lighting. Files were stored in cardboard boxes, and the boxes didn’t have an order to them. One might be from 1954 and the next 1972. Organizing and digitizing the files had fallen to the bottom of her to-do list. Right now, she was contending with staff vacancies and overtime and budget shortfalls.

She descended the wooden stairs, feeling the immediate chill and damp of the room. The limestone foundation was solid but leached a white powder along the walls. The files were held in boxes on metal framed shelving. Some of the boxes were misshapen from holding too many files, and several on the bottom shelves looked like they’d gotten wet at one time.

Lighting was so poor, she needed a flashlight to read the labels on the boxes. So many years of human tragedy and bad behavior packed in one place. She reflected on the changing of the laws and law enforcement over the decades as she noted the boxes from the 1940s and 1950s. Drunk driving was acceptable back then. How many of these files chronicled the deaths of people because someone drove after drinking too much alcohol? And how many files were closed because boys will be boys and it was okay to beat your wife? Or your children?

“Red, you are getting morbid. Just find 1965 and see what’s there.” Her voice had a dead tone to it in the dampness of the basement.

She searched the first row of shelves but found no boxes from 1965. Going deeper into the gloom of the basement, she surveyed the second row. In the quiet of the room, something skittered across the floor. Red startled and nearly dropped the flashlight.

“Great. The sheriff is afraid of mice.” Or rats. She made a note to have Ed check the room for evidence of rodents.

The 1965 boxes were on the top shelf of the last row. Red, at five foot ten, was still too short to tug them down. While she searched for a step stool, her phone rang.

It was the editor from the Pearsal County Gazette. “Hi, Red. Just wanted to give you a heads-up that a tattooed, pierced young lady is asking questions about Vance Judson. Says she’s doing a podcast and wanted to look at the papers from back sixty years ago.”

“She stopped by my office earlier.”

“Well, as you know, when we had the ‘great fire’ thirty years ago, we lost all the old papers.”

Red smiled to herself. The “great fire” was probably arson, given that the publisher was in debt and the building was insured for more than the worth of the paper. No one was charged, but all the archived papers were lost.

The editor continued. “I referred her to the Minnesota History Center because they have a collection of papers that go back to the 1800s.”

“Did she say what she was looking for specifically?”

“Anything on the class of 1965.”

Red glanced up at the boxes labeled 1965. “Seems to be a popular year.”

“Any big threats that I should use as headlines for my Thursday edition?”

“Nope. Beldon is worried about the protesters, but I haven’t heard a peep.” She refrained from saying that Beldon could do more harm than good by stirring things up. “All is calm, and I hope to keep it that way.”

“Still exciting for the town.”

“I’m allergic to excitement. And don’t quote me on that or I might be out of a job next election.”

The editor laughed. “I have it down, and I will use it the next time I want information and you say, ‘This is an ongoing investigation, and we will issue a statement when appropriate.’”

“Then I’ll have to arrest you for…something.”

She smiled when she ended the call.

The step stool was crammed into a dank corner. It wobbled when she lifted the boxes down. She stacked the boxes at the bottom of the stairs and decided to ask Jason to bring them up. He was young and strong, and her eyes were tearing from the dust and mold.

By late afternoon, Red had finished the staffing roster for next week’s arrival of Judson. Several of her deputies would be on overtime. She read through the file on the latest applicant for two open positions and sighed. Hiring staff was one of the most burdensome parts of her job. She’d rather confront a drunken brawler than make a decision on whom to hire.

Will had warned her after telling her he wanted her to run for sheriff when he died. “Hiring is one of the hardest jobs you’ll ever have. I made some bad decisions out of desperation. Better to wait until you get the right person.” One of those bad decisions had been Mitch Rafferty, now the head of local security for Vance Judson.

Red lifted her arms up and stretched. Time to delve into the musty boxes Jason had deposited in her office. Maybe she would find something that would scare Vance into staying on his private island so she could let her staff relax.

The files had been thrown into the boxes in no particular order. At least some of them were labeled with a name. She flipped through the first box, looking for either Roddy Thompson or Vance Judson. Several of the names were familiar to her. Families that kept on causing trouble generation after generation. She called them her regulars.

By the third box, her nose was running, and she was fighting off sneezes. Scotty interrupted her, knocking on the door. “Finally getting to your filing?”

“You’re a nurse. Can I end up with black lung or something like it from these moldy papers?”

Scotty laughed. “You should be wearing a mask.”

Red dropped a file back in the box. It was a report of vandalism at the school.

Scotty pointed to it. “Unsolved murders?”

“I want to clear the books before the press arrives next week.”

Folding her arms, Scotty leaned back. “Next week. That’s what I want to talk with you about.”

“Okay? Are you planning to poison Vance with your meatloaf?”

“Ha! I put in a bid to cater the banquet, and they chose some outfit from the cities.”

“They were worried about your taste-free cooking, I guess.”

Scotty fixed healthy and surprisingly bland food. Still, the Town Talk was always full. Red never figured out why.

She cleared her desk of the stray files from 1965. “What brings you here?”

“My mother.”

Red had heard tales over the years that Scotty’s mother, Bernice, had divorced and fled Lykkins Lake as soon as Scotty graduated from high school. She was supposedly addicted to fancy cars and rich husbands or something like that.

“And?”

“I tried to talk her into staying in Phoenix and skipping the hoopla surrounding Judson, but she insisted it was time to see him. What worries me is that she said, ‘It’s time for a reckoning.’”

By the way Scotty pressed her lips together, Red recognized that she was worried. “Do you know what she was talking about?”

Scotty shrugged. “Something to do with Vance. And my mother can be quite impulsive. I worry that she will do something stupid, like throw ketchup at him…or worse.”

“And you’d like me to detain her?”

“Yes. Please.”

Red laughed. “Mr. Judson certainly is filling up my day.” She told Scotty about Apple Taylor and the hint that Judson was involved in the hit-and-run death of Roddy Thompson.

Scotty paled. “I think there’s something to it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Um, let me talk with Mom. I remember her saying that Vance was at that bar the night Roddy was hit. And so was my mom.”

Red felt the whisper of a spider on the back of her neck. She scratched at it, and nothing was there.
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THE JUDSON FILE


After Scotty left, Red sifted through the two remaining boxes. None of the files mentioned either Judson or Roddy. One, however, reported the arson that burned much of the Jukebox Alley bar’s kitchen in July two months after Roddy had been found. The fire marshal’s investigation showed evidence of an accelerant used to start a fire in the kitchen. The owner, Jalmer Thompson, was interviewed and considered a suspect but never arrested. According to the report, fire insurance on the bar had lapsed in June.

A penciled-in note written by Sheriff Rollie Hammergren said, “Owner despondent over death of his son. Claims it wasn’t a hit-and-run and ‘those boys’ knew something. Refused to tell me who the boys were. Sent note to Dickson County sheriff in case he wants to follow up. See Dickson County investigative file on death of Roddy Thompson.”

Red searched through the files again, looking for one labeled Roddy Thompson but finding nothing. Will had said that Rollie felt the investigation into the boy’s death had been incomplete. “Shoddy” was the word he’d used. “Dad was thorough, and I know it haunted him that a seventeen-year-old had died on his watch, and he couldn’t find the answers even though it belonged to another county.”

The courthouse lawn was growing dark as the sun set. Red covered the boxes of files and moved them into a corner. She’d have Jason lug them back to the basement tomorrow. As she drove home, she thought about the day. A peaceful walk on the Hammergren property to Will’s final resting place. A peroxided young woman looking into a sixty-year-old hit-and-run and suggesting it was murder. A note in a file indicating that something was missed in the investigation. She conceded that it had the ingredients of an interesting podcast.

What struck her the most, however, was Scotty talking about her mother wanting a reckoning. A reckoning about what? Maybe breaking up with Vance? Maybe two-timing him? After sixty years, it would seem petty.

When she opened the door to her house, Blue greeted her with his little yips and wiggles. She picked him up, and he licked her face with joy. Oh, to be a little poodle. “Bet you’re hungry.”

Red’s neighbor, Oscar, always stopped over a couple of times a day to let Blue out and make sure he was okay. She was sure the little dog loved him as much as he loved Red. She was grateful he took such care, but also a tad jealous.

She slipped a leftover lasagna into the oven and shed her work clothes as it heated. After a quick shower, she settled in to eat when her dispatcher called.

“Sheriff, I know you’re off for the day, but there’s a situation at Cuttery’s, and I had to dispatch the nearest deputy to an accident out on County Road 6. Sorry, I don’t have anyone else. The bartender called and said that Matty Thompson is drunk and causing problems.”

“Tell Cuttery’s I’m on my way.” Red quickly changed back into her work clothes before patting Blue on the head. “I’ll be back, old pup. Hopefully sooner rather than later.”

It took her less than five minutes to get to the bar on the edge of town. In that time she sifted through what she knew about Matty. Worked for the highway department grading roads in the summer and plowing snow in the winter. Married to Crystal, an aide at the nursing home. No problems with the law. And something else—but she couldn’t remember what it was.

When she pulled into the parking lot, everything appeared to be quiet. To her relief, the lot was only half full. Fewer people to throw themselves into the fray if there was one. Taking a deep breath, she opened the door to the bar. A wave of humid air smelling of beer and fried food greeted her. The people who sat at the bar watched her walk in but didn’t move from their stools. The bar was unnaturally quiet except for the man with the stumbling gait pacing in front of a table where Apple the podcaster sat.

The bartender beckoned to her from the other side of the bar. She spoke in a whisper. “I’ve never seen Matty like this before. Hardly ever comes in, and when he does, he drinks Diet Coke.”

“Has he been drinking a lot?”

“That’s the thing, only the Diet Coke. Must have a flask hidden away.”

“Call dispatch and see if they can locate his wife. Something isn’t right here.”

Matty swayed as he leaned against the table. Apple watched him, wide-eyed. She held up her phone and appeared to be videoing him.

He muttered, slurring his speech when Red approached.

“Hey, Matty. What’s going on?”

He turned to her and nearly fell over. He was sweating profusely. Red caught his arm. “Whoa, let’s have you sit.” She guided him to a chair. He nearly knocked over the beer in front of Apple as he flailed to keep his balance. She was able to get him safely onto the chair. To her surprise, he didn’t reek of alcohol. His breath smelled fruity.

“Lee me alone.” He batted at her.

Think, Red. What if his breath smells fruity? What does it mean?

“Matty, are you diabetic?”

“None yer bushness.”

Red pulled her phone out of her pocket and called the dispatcher. “We need an ambulance at Cuttery’s. Tell them Matty Thompson has fruity breath.”

“Fruity what?”

“Just ask them to get here as soon as possible.”

The bar was silent as customers stared at Red. “Matty, I think your blood sugar is too high. We’re going to get you to the hospital.”

Apple moved her phone closer to Matty. Red glared at her. “Put that down. This is a medical emergency, not a television drama.”

Apple continued to video until Red swiped the phone away from her.

“Hey, you can’t take my phone.”

Red ignored her as Matty’s eyes drooped shut. “Matty, can you stay awake? We’re going to get you settled. Okay?”

Crystal, Matty’s wife, arrived at the same time as the ambulance. She wore a flowered top and scrub pants. She must have come directly from work. “Matty, oh, sweetheart. Did you forget to eat?”

Matty blinked at her. “No inshulin. Forgot to order.”

She squatted down by him and took his hands. “We’ll get it fixed.”

Red nudged Apple and pointed to another table. “Wait there. I want to talk with you.” She knew the girl would stay because Red still had her phone.

Crystal held Matty’s hand as volunteer EMTs strapped him onto the gurney. She had tears in her eyes. “Thank you, Sheriff, for not treating him like a drunk.”

“Do you know what happened?”

She grimaced. “He’s been upset ever since he heard that Vance person was coming to town. Something about his uncle. I think he just forgot to do his glucose checks and take his insulin.” She stopped to wipe a tear. “I’m sorry I wasn’t on it. I’ve been working doubles at the nursing home since a couple of the gals had to deal with family issues. Immigration stuff.”

Red walked with them to the ambulance. “If you need anything, call me.” She hoped Matty’s lapse in taking his insulin was due to stress and not because they couldn’t afford the medication. Lou had clinic horror stories about people skimping on medications because they’d gotten too expensive.

That’s the story Apple should be working on, not a death from sixty years ago.

Apple frowned at Red when she walked back into the bar and pulled up a chair. “You can’t keep my phone.”

The bar had come alive again as voices rose and people recounted what they’d just seen. Red wished she could be home with her dog on her lap instead of sitting across from the young woman who thought it was okay to video someone’s medical crisis. She refrained from going into teacher mode and scolding her. Instead, she folded her hands on the table and asked, “Well?”

She watched while Apple’s expression went from defiant to contrite. “What do you mean?”

“You were taking a video of a man who was having a diabetic crisis. He was close to falling into a coma. What were you planning to do with it?”

Apple’s eyes filled with tears. “I didn’t know that’s what was wrong. I thought he was drunk and might say something I could use.” She fought the tremor in her lips.

Red slid the phone back. “I suggest you erase it.”

Apple stared at the phone but didn’t touch it. “It’s just that he was telling me something when he got all weird. Something his dad told him about Roddy Thompson. Roddy was his uncle or cousin or something. I didn’t want to lose what he said.”

Red stayed silent.

“He told me the family knew Vance was involved in Roddy’s death but that he’d weaseled his way out of it. When I asked how, he started to say something about luck or luckies. I didn’t know what he was talking about, but suddenly he got this confused look and started slurring and stuff.”

Red rubbed the back of her neck. Will used to tell her she had “spidey sense.” An intuition about situations. She didn’t believe in the spidey sense, but she did feel that Apple was moving into troubled territory by bringing up Vance. She wanted to advise the young woman to tread lightly but knew she’d take it as Red trying to impede her investigation.

She pushed her chair back. “All right.” She nodded at the phone. “Erasure would be a kind thing.” When she stood, Apple was already tapping on her phone.

The bartender waved her over. “Well, that was quite a scene. How did you know Matty wasn’t shit-faced drunk?”

“Do you want the first-responders training version or how I really knew?”

“Depends,” she said, laughing. “I’ll take the version that makes you look good. I like how you run the law around here. Beer?”

Red figured she was off the clock. “Sure, but let me pay for it.” If someone thought Cuttery’s was supplying free beer to the sheriff, it would come up in the next election.

The bartender brought her a tap beer and took her money. “Okay, how did you figure it out?”

“Fruity breath.”

“What?”

“Matty was in something called a state of diabetic ketoacidosis. Too much sugar in his blood.”

“You do law enforcement and medical diagnosing?”

Red laughed. “If you promise not to tell, I’ll let you in on one of my first law enforcement blunders.”

The woman behind the bar raised her eyebrows. “I never make promises I can’t keep.”

Red took a sip of the beer. It was a standard brew and not as good as the Summit she usually drank. “Well, if I lose the next election, I’ll know who to blame.”

She leaned closer to Red. “What’s the story?”

Red closed her eyes for a moment before speaking. “I was a rookie deputy, just out of peace officer training. Someone called in that a vagrant was stumbling down the sidewalk near the elementary school. Sure enough, this guy who looked like he lived in a tent under a bridge was weaving in the middle of the road. I stopped, grabbed him, and handcuffed him following all the rules I’d just learned. I took him to jail—remember, it was before they built the new jail. Thought he could sleep it off.”

“But he wasn’t drunk?”

“The jailer, old Swenson, took one look at the guy and called the ambulance. Turned out he knew this guy and knew he wasn’t drunk. Gave me a helluva lecture on how the guy could have died in jail.”

“Not good.”

“I never forgot how his breath smelled fruity. Looked it up, and it’s caused by ketones that are released when there’s too much sugar in the blood.”

“Ketones? Sounds like a band from the sixties. So, how did the guy do? Was he okay?”

“I think he did better than me. I felt so bad, I considered turning in my badge.”

“Don’t you dare.”

“I’m a lot tougher now.”

Red drank half of the glass of beer before leaving. Tomorrow she’d follow up with Matty. Vance Judson and Roddy Thompson seemed to have taken over her life.
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ROLLIE’S BOX


Morning dawned gray with a layer of frost on the ground. Blue reluctantly wiggled out from under the covers. The temperature in the bedroom registered sixty degrees. It was time to turn the furnace on. Red groaned, thinking about how this was always a contest to see how late in the fall she could go before turning up the heat. As she grew older, she found she had less patience for getting up and shivering her way to the bathroom.

“Okay, pup, let’s pump up the thermostat, despite what the heating bills will do to my personal budget.”

The furnace squeaked as if startled out of its slumber. Red dressed in a hurry, knowing it would take a few minutes for the fan to start blowing heat into the house. After ten minutes, though, nothing had happened. She tried the thermostat again and got no response.

“Damn. Will told me five years ago that the furnace was on its last legs. Made me promise to get it checked.” Every fall she’d vowed to have it looked at, and every fall something had come up and she’d put it at the bottom of her home maintenance list. “Time to pay the piper.”

Arnie the furnace man couldn’t get out until noon. Red took out Blue’s leash and collar. “I guess it’s a bring-your-dog-to-work morning.” She hoped Beldon Rafferty wouldn’t choose this day to stop in. Blue was hardly the masculine dog he would expect from a sheriff.

She shook the thought away. Who really cared about her pet preference? “Only some of the voters in Pearsal County,” she muttered as she settled into the car. At least it had heated seats.

Blue was in his element trotting beside Red as she walked through the halls of the courthouse. A couple of the clerks stopped to pet him. “Aw, isn’t he cute?”

At her desk with Blue curled on her lap, she opened her computer and wrote up a report on the incident at Cuttery’s last night. After completing the draft, she called Crystal Thompson. “How’s Matty doing?”

Crystal spoke in a sleepy voice. “Got him back to sanity at the hospital. They kept him for a couple of hours, but he’s home now, sleeping.” She paused to clear her throat. “Sorry to have caused such a ruckus.”

Red thought about what Crystal had said last night regarding Matty being upset about Vance Judson coming to town. “Do you know why Matty was at the bar?”

“That podcaster woman called here yesterday afternoon. She was looking for relatives of Roddy Thompson, and someone had given her Matty’s number. I was working, but I think Matty agreed to meet her at Cuttery’s.” She hesitated. “He doesn’t go there much anymore because of his diabetes.” Her voice lowered. “It’s getting worse.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“They’re talking like he might need a kidney transplant.”

Someone in the outer office laughed, and Blue sat up. Red gently placed him on the floor, and he trotted over to the boxes from the storage room. As he sniffed, Red continued talking with Crystal. “Do you know why Matty has been upset about Vance Judson coming to town?”

Crystal spoke in a whisper. “Matty’s dad, who was just a kid at the time that Uncle Roddy died, claimed the family knew something and it involved Vance. That’s really all I know, except that whenever Matty reads about Vance in the papers, he gets mad. It’s an old family story, but I don’t have the details.”

“Hmmm.” Red sat back in her chair. “Do you think Matty would talk with me about it?”

Crystal’s response was immediate. “Could you wait?”

“No hurry, just curious more than anything.”

“I’ll ask him, but not today. He needs to rest and recover.”

After Red ended the call, she stood and walked over to where Blue sat by one of the file boxes. “What did you find, old pup?” Blue waggled the stub of his tail in response.

Her phone rang as she was about to ask Jason to take the boxes back down to storage. “Hey, Sheriff, it’s Arnie, your faithful furnace guy. Got a cancellation. I can be at your house in twenty minutes.”

“I’ll meet you there.”

The midmorning sun peeked out from the cloud cover burning off the frost on the ground. Mist rose from the lake, but Red didn’t stop to admire the serenity of the quiet water. Too many things on her mind, including what to do about Apple the podcaster and how to staff for the arrival of the multibillionaire.

Inside the house, it was still chilly, but the oven had at least heated the kitchen. Red brewed coffee while waiting for Arnie. The conversation with Crystal bothered her, and she wasn’t sure if it was because Matty was facing a possible kidney transplant or if she’d detected something in Crystal’s voice that said Vance Judson was more than a sore spot with the Thompsons.

If central casting wanted a furnace repairman for a television sitcom, Arnie would have been hired immediately. He was in his mid-fifties, overweight, and wore Carhartt overalls. He puffed when he walked and had the raspy voice of a heavy smoker. What people didn’t know about Arnie was that he had an engineering degree from the University of Minnesota and once was a vice president in a building contractor company in Minneapolis. He’d given up a lucrative position to run his own heating and air-conditioning company in Lykkins Lake.

She’d once asked him why, and he’d laughed. “My wife wanted to know the same thing—before she divorced me. Turns out I’m a small-town guy. I like it here.”

As he stood at the top of the basement stairs, she said, “Give it to me straight after you see the patient. Hospice or rehab?”

He laughed. “You’d be surprised how some of these old furnaces hold up.”

While he worked in the basement, she picked up her voicemail messages. The first three had to do with staffing. The last one was from Mitch Rafferty. He needed to talk with her as soon as possible about security for Judson.

“Boy, do I not want to talk with you,” she growled as she set the phone down.

When Arnie came up from the basement, he was slightly out of breath. “Good news and bad news.” He sat down heavily on the kitchen chair while Red poured him a mug of coffee.

“Give it to me straight, doc.”

He took a sip of the coffee and smiled. “Man, is this better than the Town Talk coffee.”

Red agreed, because hot water was generally better than Scotty’s coffee. “What’s the damage?”

“I can get it running for you and it might last the winter, but it’s old enough that if something goes wrong, I can’t get the parts. I might be able to scrounge something from old George Sawyer. He collects everything. But no guarantees. I think you are looking at replacement.”

She thought about her bank book. Contrary to what the people in Pearsal County might think, being sheriff didn’t make her wealthy. Most of Will’s life insurance had gone to paying off medical bills, and she had very little in her savings account. She’d probably have to get a loan for a new furnace.

“I can put it together with a little duct tape and baling wire while you figure out what you want to do. But I’d decide pretty quick if I were you, before the bottom drops out of the thermometer.”

He busied himself writing up an estimate while she went over her list of things to do today. Unfortunately, calling Mitch was close to the top. If she didn’t call him back, Beldon would probably come stomping into her office.

Arnie handed the estimate to her. “I can do cheap, but you won’t be happy with the product. I can also go big-time with a heat pump, but you’ll still need a backup furnace for when it gets too cold for the pump.” He pointed to the middle estimate. “That’s what I recommend. I’ve got it in stock and could get it installed for you next week.” He grinned at her. “But no pressure.”

“Let me ponder it.”

“I wonder if Vance Judson has to ponder about things like this?”

Red took a drink of her now tepid coffee. “Isn’t that how he made his billions? By pondering?”

Arnie snickered. “Pandering, more likely.” He stood up. “Guess I’d better get to work. That oven of yours isn’t going to heat the place tonight. Supposed to get down into the twenties.”

While Arnie worked on the furnace, Red finished her report on Matty Thompson. Crystal had hinted at a family story about Judson. Red closed her eyes and tried to remember what she knew about the Thompsons other than the death of young Roddy. Matty’s father, Connie, had worked on the highway crew like Matty. If she remembered correctly, he retired before Will became sick. He had a business doing small electronic repairs out of his home.

In the basement, Arnie called up, “Can I take a look at your heat registers? Just want to make sure the old gal is working.”

He checked the registers in the living room, the bathroom, and her bedroom. At the study, he paused. “You okay if I go in there?”

Embarrassed by the mess, she led him in. The study was another one of her projects that had stayed dormant over the years since Will died. Papers were piled on an old wooden desk, and several boxes filled with files lined the walls. “Sorry, I haven’t gotten around to a cleanup yet.”

“Seen worse. Let me tell you—going into a person’s house can be quite an experience.”

Red understood, having been in every imaginable house.

Both the heat register and the air intake were blocked by boxes. Red reached down to pull them away from the wall when she noticed that one of them was exactly like the evidence boxes sitting in her office at work. It wasn’t labeled.

After Arnie left, she sat cross-legged on the floor by the box. Blue joined her, settling on her lap as she opened the lid. Inside were legal pads filled with Rollie Hammergren’s long hand. Few of the tablets had dates that included the year. Red suspected these were Rollie’s preliminary notes he took before filing a report. They probably went back to the early fifties when Rollie took over from his father.

The writing was sketchy and often with only a few words. The first one she looked at said, “April 15th, wife with split lip and black eye. No arrest.” No name to indicate who the wife was.

Red scanned through one tablet and wondered why Rollie had kept these notes. Or why Will had stored them in the study. “Not much here that’s helpful,” she commented to Blue.

He licked her hand, got up, and walked into the living room. She guessed he was bored.

Red paged through several more of the tablets before setting them back in the box. She would figure out what to do with them later. She doubted they were of any use to her and probably not suitable to donate to the history center. They would have to be shredded if they contained any confidential information.

“A project for another time.”
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MITCH’S CONCERN


“Okay, Mitch, let’s meet this afternoon. I know you have concerns about security.” Red ended the call after fighting to keep the exasperation out of her voice. Mitch wasn’t a bad person, but he also wasn’t the brightest bulb in the bunch. She suspected he watched too many crime shows on television and thought of himself as a leader of a SWAT team.

At least her furnace worked after the below-freezing temperatures last night. Next on her list was a call to Arnie to give him the go-ahead for a new one. After that she’d walk to the bank to make sure she could get a loan. “Why didn’t I marry someone rich?”

Jason walked in without knocking. “Did you say something?”

“Just grousing. I need a new furnace, and I don’t see the citizens of Pearsal County giving me a raise soon enough.”

“Too bad you’re not related to Judson.”

“Too bad he’s showing up next week. I have an appointment this afternoon with Mitch Rafferty to go over security. Care to join me?”

Jason was not fond of Mitch from the days before Red was sheriff and Jason was a rookie. Mitch lorded his law enforcement experience over him and made his life miserable.

“Pretty sure I’m busy. Let me know how it goes.”

After he left, she glanced at the one remaining evidence box from the basement. She’d kept it because it contained a few files related to Jukebox Alley. She was reading one of the reports written by Rollie about a complaint that Jalmer Thompson was providing liquor to minors when Matty Thompson knocked at the door.

He wore a plaid flannel shirt, jeans, and work boots. Red noted how the jeans seemed to hang on him. He stood at the door. “Sorry to bother you. The wife said you wanted to talk with me?”

Red motioned for him to sit down. “Can I get you some coffee?”

“Crystal has me on a strict diet. I don’t stray—no coffee, she says, because of the caffeine. It can throw off my blood sugar.” He shook his head. “I don’t think it bothers me, but right now after what happened at Cuttery’s, she’s got me on a short leash.”

Red set the file on Jukebox Alley aside. “I think you’re lucky to have her.”

Matty stared at his lap. “Sure thing.”

They were both silent for a few moments before Red spoke. “I have a couple of things I wanted to discuss with you. First, Apple Taylor, the podcaster.”

He raised his eyebrows. “She seemed nice. At least what I can remember.”

“She videoed you when you were having your reaction. I wanted you to know that I asked her to erase it.”

The color rose on Matty’s cheeks. “She taped it? I looked drunk, didn’t I? I remember I was trying to say something, and it wouldn’t come out. Like I got so confused, and then it’s all a blur. I hope I didn’t say anything dumb.”

Red wondered what his recourse might be if Apple posted it or used it in her podcast. He could go after her for invasion of privacy or even defamation. She doubted Matty had the money for a lawyer or that Apple had deep enough pockets to make it worthwhile.

“If she wanted to use it for her podcast, she’d need you to sign a release. If she hasn’t done that, I’m guessing you are okay.”

Matty blew air out from his pursed lips. “Hope that’s the case.”

“The other thing I wanted to talk with you about was Vance Judson.”

Matty pushed his hand through his thinning hair. “Why do you want to talk about him?”

“When Vance comes to town next week, he’ll be trailed by a lot of people. He likes the publicity, and we need to make sure he’s safe. I’m talking to anyone who might…” She chose her words carefully. “Harbor a grudge.”

Matty’s eyes widened. “You think I’d hurt him?”

“Would you?”

“Hell no! My dad, maybe. Me, I don’t like the man and all his money and women, but I’d never try to do anything.”

Red believed him but kept a serious note to her voice. “Good to know. Tell me about your dad and Vance.”

Matty looked up at the ceiling for a few seconds before answering. “Goes back to when my dad was about ten and his older brother, Roddy, died. Grampa owned that bar that became Kitty’s. When he had it, it was called Jukebox Alley.” He paused. “I always liked that name. Grampa said he got the idea from a bar somewhere called Jazz Alley.”

Red nodded. “It’s a classy name for a bar.”

“I think it was kind of a hangout for kids. Some say Grampa served minors, but my dad said he never did. My Uncle Roddy helped out because Gramma was sick a lot of the time. Dad thinks it was diabetes, like I have.”

“Did your dad know Vance?”

Matty wrinkled his brow with a thoughtful expression. “Vance was Uncle Roddy’s age. I doubt he paid much attention to my dad.”

Outside, a truck rumbled by. Red glanced out her window to see that it carried fuel oil, which reminded her of the damn furnace. She turned her attention back to Matty. “About your dad and Vance?”

Matty shifted in his seat. Red sensed he was uncomfortable with the conversation. She softened her voice. “I’m simply curious. I doubt your dad is a threat to Vance at this point.”

Nodding, Matty continued. “Dad said Vance and a bunch of other high school kids used to hang around the bar. It had a little dance floor, and as long as they bought burgers and fries, Grampa let them in. They used to dance to the music of the jukebox.”

Hardly seemed like a reason to dislike Vance. “And?”

“Dad thought they bullied Roddy too much—you know, made fun of him. I guess Uncle Roddy was a little slow or something. I grew up hearing Dad swearing at Vance every time the son of a bitch—excuse my French—ended up in the papers. He nearly had a stroke when he was on that television show. Dad said, ‘Hope he goes to hell for what he’s done.’”

“Do you know what your dad meant?”

“It had something to do with Roddy, but I never heard the details. And when that podcast girl asked me, I guess it set me off—especially thinking about my dad.”

Matty shifted in his chair again, glancing at his watch. He tapped it. “Sorry, I gotta go. I have a clinic appointment. I hope this helped.” He stood up, looking at Red. “Please don’t ask my dad about Vance. He has high blood pressure and stuff. Mom would have a fit if you showed up.”

Red smiled at him. “I hope I won’t need to ask him or anyone else. I’m expecting this to be a nice, quiet banquet and reunion.”

That pesky little spider crawled up the back of her neck as if to say, In your dreams.

Mitch showed up fifteen minutes later. He was well built, in his late thirties, and his hair was cut short in military style. Red didn’t stand up when he walked in. He wore a suitcoat and a tie as if he were in the Secret Service. She wondered if he had one of those curly wired earpieces, too.

“Have a seat.” She closed her laptop. “What can I do for you?”

Mitch cleared his throat like he had rehearsed his lines. “Just doing my due diligence to check things out before Mr. Judson arrives.” His voice had a false officiousness to it.

“Mitch, I think we can be less formal. I suspect you want to know what my office has done to prepare for the…uh…landing.” She smiled in a most insincere way.

“I heard you weren’t doing much.”

If he could see the spreadsheets on staffing and overtime and how much this visit would cost, he might have approached her differently. “Let’s start with what you think you’ll need.”

One of the reasons Will wanted to fire Mitch years ago was because he lacked critical thinking ability. Or as Will put it, “That man has the common sense of a rock.”

“Well…uh…lots of coverage. You know, like the full force and all.”

Red leaned forward on her elbows and lowered her voice. “What do you anticipate is going to happen?”

“I’ve got some intel that outsiders are going to protest.”

Red nodded. “That’s good to know. What are the details, so we can work together on this?”

Redness crept up Mitch’s cheeks. He wore too much aftershave, and Red fought back the urge to sneeze. “There’s been a report that a scout for them has been in town. A woman was seen asking questions at Cuttery’s.”

She felt that she was in the middle of a game of telephone. By the time the information about Apple and Matty got to Mitch, the podcaster had become an outside agitator and a scout for some nefarious group. “Go on, tell me more.”

Mitch cleared his throat. “Vance’s people are worried that there could be violence.”

“What kind of violence?”

He crossed his legs and uncrossed them. “Well, you know…”

Red could have rescued him at that point, but she was enjoying his discomfort. She stayed quiet long enough that Mitch spoke again. “My dad is worried about property damage. Like the kind of thing that happened in Minneapolis a few years ago.”

Red tried to picture a mob looting the gift shop on Main Street and running off with teddy bears. She fought back a smile. “I’m sure we have the force to handle things if the protests get out of control.”

A slight tic caused Mitch to blink. “Well, you never know.”

“And what are you planning to do with your security people?”

“Uh…well, we’ll stick with Vance, of course.”

It occurred to Red that Mitch was probably the only security person, and that was why he was so nervous. From what she’d read, Vance wasn’t known for being generous with his own money but happy to spend the government’s.

Mitch coughed before speaking again. “Um, I was wondering if you were going to do background checks. You know, like on the people who are serving the food at the banquet?”

Red sat up straight. This was getting ridiculous. “As you know, Vance is a private citizen, not the president of the United States. If you need background checks, I suggest you use your agency to do them.”

Mitch’s mouth dropped open. For a few moments, he stared at her. Then he stood so abruptly, the chair nearly tipped over. “I guess you aren’t going to cooperate.”

Red could have replied or argued with him, but it was pointless. Instead, she stuck out her hand to shake his. “Good that we can work together on this.”

Mitch stared at her hand for a moment before turning away. He strode out the door with his back straight. She guessed this wasn’t the meeting he’d expected. He’d wanted her to admit she couldn’t handle the possible crowds and ask him for help—which he wouldn’t give.

Red watched out the window as Mitch got into a black SUV. The gray day had cleared, and the slanting sun cast a glow on the wet grass of the courthouse lawn. Mitch, Matty, and her furnace all combined to give her a sour stomach.

Although she didn’t do it as much as she used to, she still talked out loud to Will sometimes. At her desk, she looked at the photo of the two of them. “What were you thinking, insisting I should be sheriff? I’m headed for decrepitude and an ulcer well before my time.”

She pictured him laughing at her and felt a little better.
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POKER NIGHT


Scotty called at 5:30 to remind Red that it was poker night. Red gambled with her nurse friends weekly. For her, it was time away from the sheriff duties and a time to gauge what was going on in the community. Lou was a nurse practitioner in her mid-thirties at the local clinic and a great source on all happenings medical. Scotty and Georgia both volunteered with Lou at the nonprofit family planning clinic the teenagers called “the Church” because it was held in an old, deconsecrated church. Red had bonded with them when they had provided care for Will as he was dying of lung cancer.

When she walked into the back room of Georgia’s Antiques, the aroma of chili wafted through the air. Lou had brought her famous half-alarm chili. It was thick with beans and vegetables and thin on the chili powder. As Lou had once said, “I grew up here in this mostly Scandinavian community. We love bland. When Mom wanted something spicy, she added a pinch of pepper.”

Red had no problem with spicy food. In her days as a teacher in Minneapolis, one of her favorite restaurants was Thai. If you ordered a five-level on the spice, you could expect to break out in a serious sweat and maybe need a trip to urgent care. She always stuck with three.

A tapestry of dogs playing poker on the wall reminded her that this was a place where she could relax and catch up on the gossip. Tension in the back of her neck drained as she buttered the warm cornmeal muffin that Georgia had baked.

“I hear you saved a life,” Scotty remarked. “Poor Matty. He’s struggled with the diabetes since he was a kid.”

Red was curious about Matty’s father and his anger with Vance, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to share with her poker friends. Georgia helped her out by saying, “Matty’s dad had a thing about Vance Judson. He couldn’t stand the guy.”

Red raised her eyebrows at her. “How do you know that?”

“Got your attention, didn’t I?”

Red concentrated on biting into the muffin and said nothing.

“Well, when our sheriff is silent, we know something is going on.” She smiled at Red. “Here’s the story. Old Connie Thompson is a bit of a genius when it comes to fixing things. Have you ever seen his workshop?”

Lou nodded. “Mom said he’s the one to go to if you have electronics that need to be repaired.”

Georgia agreed. “I bought this old turntable at an auction after mine gave up the ghost. Thought I could use it to play some of my LPs, but I couldn’t get it to work. Brought it to Connie, and he had it going in no time. Even changed the needle on it. The man clearly knew what he was doing. And more importantly, I can crank up Creedence Clearwater Revival in my own home and not have the neighbors yell at me.”

Georgia had a little rambler nestled in the woods a few miles outside of Lykkins Lake. Only the deer would have been bothered by a blaring version of “Proud Mary.” Red smiled to herself trying to picture the dignified Georgia with her silver hair and her straight posture dancing to a rock-and-roll band.

Scotty ladled another helping of chili into her bowl. “What were you saying about Connie and Vance?”

“When I picked up the turntable, Connie had the television on in his shop. A news program showed video of Vance talking with a group of people. It was just a clip, but enough for me to suspect Vance had political aspirations. Connie was staring at it and muttering something like, ‘If I had my gun, I’d rid the world of that guy.’”

Red was suddenly alert. “He threatened to shoot him?”

Georgia, who seemed adept at reading Red, put her hand out in a “stop” gesture. “He was blowing off a little steam. When I asked him about it, he said he knew Vance as a kid and he was a bully. We agreed that we both despised the man and what he stood for, but I doubt Connie would shoot him. For one thing, he’s got a new hip and is having trouble getting around. For another, he likes the music I like.”

Red laughed. “Oh, that will stand up in court if he ever needs you as a character witness.”

The talk continued about the upcoming visit from one of the world’s richest men. Red felt the tension in her neck return as she thought about her conversation with Mitch. She picked up her empty bowl to bring to the sink in the kitchenette behind the eating area. It was time to change the subject.

“Georgia, what happened with the corner shelf? I don’t see it out front.”

“Ah yes. Well, I sent the photos to the gentleman who was interested, and he came by this morning and bought it. I have it in the back, waiting for him to pick it up. Said he’d been looking for a piece like this for several years.”

“An out-of-towner, then?” Scotty scraped the bottom of her bowl. After cooking in her café all day, she’d built up an appetite for something other than the Town Talk fare, Red surmised.

“No, a local man. A professor who grew up here and moved back a few years ago after he retired.”

Scotty scratched her head. “I think I know about him. He stops in the café sometimes. He certainly looks the part of a professor, complete with the cardigan sweater with leather elbow patches.”

Georgia raised her chin in a thoughtful expression. “He brought an old black-and-white photo with him that showed a corner shelf. He said it used to be hanging in Jukebox Alley—you know, that bar that burned and was rebuilt as Kitty’s.”

Red stifled a sigh. Would she ever escape that bar and the story behind it?

“He said he used to go there and always admired it. Thought maybe it had been destroyed in the fire, but he was sure this was the original.”

“Interesting.” Lou had been quiet. “My mother was talking last weekend about that bar. She said someone died there and the place burned shortly thereafter. Her mother knew the people who owned it.”

“Connie Thompson’s dad,” Scotty interjected.

Red sat down and took the deck of cards in front of her and shuffled them. “How about we play a little Texas Hold’em.”

Georgia was quick to respond. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to change the subject.”

Red continued to shuffle. “Let’s say that all this talk reminds me too much of how Vance Judson is coming to town to make my staff’s lives miserable.” She didn’t elaborate about the podcaster and her unsolved mystery, Matty’s reaction to her, and finally Mitch Rafferty and his unfounded threats. “I think it’s time to spend some money. Ante up!”

The poker club rule was that all winnings were to be donated for the betterment of mankind.

Scotty’s eyes sparkled as Red dealt the cards. “I hear Vance has a foundation. Maybe we can send tonight’s take to it.”

“Vance had a foundation until it was found to be a tax scam. I understand he sold a photo of himself and donated the money—to himself.” Lou tsked.

“I think you’ve got him mixed up with a certain president. But they are probably cut from the same cloth.” Georgia studied her cards. “Fold.”

After several rounds, Georgia pushed away from the table. “Sorry, mates, but I’m exhausted. Cracking my head yesterday took it out of me.”

Scotty and Georgia washed dishes in the kitchenette while Red turned her winnings over to Lou. “Make sure this goes to the Church and not to the Judson Foundation.”

She walked outside to the quiet of Lykkins Lake’s Main Street. The sky was clear, and the moon was a bright sliver. She took a deep breath of the crisp air, wishing the serenity of the evening would carry over into the next couple of weeks. She recalled fall nights like this when she and Will would walk down to the lake and listen to the gentle lap of the water. It was a way of cleansing themselves from the work of the day.

Lou joined her, zipping up her jacket. “I know you didn’t want to talk about Judson coming to town, but I wanted to share with you some clinic gossip—without Scotty around to add to it.”

Red put her hands in her pockets to keep them warm. It would go below freezing again tonight, and she hoped the furnace would last until Arnie replaced it next week. “Okay.”

“There are rumors that Judson had something to do with Connie Thompson’s brother getting killed sixty years ago.”

Red nodded. “I am aware of them.”

“Well, according to the rumors, Scotty’s mother, Bernice, was involved in whatever happened. I’m worried that when she comes, something will blow up.”

Scotty had used the word “reckoning.”

“What do you mean by ‘blow up’?”

“I overheard a couple of the older clinic employees. One of them said, ‘Bernie could be in danger. I hear Vance is known for taking revenge.’ I don’t know if I should share this with Scotty.”

“Share what?” Scotty approached them.

Lou startled. “You shouldn’t sneak up like that. The sheriff is armed.”

Red chuckled. “If you’ll wait until I get to my car and unlock the glove compartment, I will draw my weapon.”

Behind them, Georgia closed and locked the door of the shop. “It’s a little chilly to be gathering outside. What’s up?”

“Um…well…I was telling Red that I overheard people talking at the clinic that Bernice might be in danger from Vance.”

Scotty’s peal of laughter rang out in the quiet night. “I doubt even the devil could intimidate Mother. Did they say why?”

“Vance is known for seeking revenge.”

Scotty stared up at the stars as her tone became more serious. “I don’t know any details, but something happened between the two of them after the prom. I assumed that’s why they broke up.”

“Maybe he cheated on her?” Lou rubbed her hands together.

“Maybe. Whatever the case, she’s coming this weekend. I’ll be sure to warn her.”

Red left them to walk back to the courthouse, where her car was parked. On the way, she thought about what she knew about Scotty’s mother. Scotty rarely mentioned her except to say she was popular in high school and was both the homecoming and prom queen. “I’m so different,” she’d said. “I sometimes wonder if I was adopted—except we look too much alike.”

When she reached her car, she debated going back to her office and finishing sifting through the last box from 1965. Did it hold any secrets? She thought about the box with Rollie’s notes from all the years he was sheriff. She wondered if they would tell her anything about the events sixty years ago.

“I doubt it. Time to tuck into bed with my dog and my cranky furnace.”

As if to respond, a wispy cloud obscured the moon, and in the distance, a semi grunted down the highway.
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THE LUCKIES


The next morning, Mitch left a voicemail saying he’d heard more talk about people coming to protest. Red listened with impatience before erasing it and calling Jason in to meet with her.

“What’s the noise around town about Vance?”

“You mean among us young ’uns?”

Red detected a bit of a smirk from her deputy. “Precisely.”

“I don’t want to upset the old guard or anything, but pretty much it’s a nothing burger. Excitement because everyone knows about him. Sure, they’ll turn out to get a glimpse of him, but if you’re worried about some underground protests, if it happens, it won’t be local.”

“Mitch Rafferty is concerned about talk of a disturbance. No details, of course.”

Jason scratched his head. “The only thing I know is that podcaster has been around, asking a lot of questions. She even visited Mrs. Jenkens, the old school nurse. I saw her come out yesterday afternoon.” He pointed out the window to the neat little house across the street. “She’s not hard to spot, with her hair and all.”

Red nodded. “Keep your ears open. I think I’ve got a handle on the staffing when he arrives, unless we have more credible threats, then I guess we call for reinforcements.”

“Hope it’s not the National Guard, because then I might be called up.”

“Damn. Never thought about that. I wonder if we can bill Vance for overtime?”

Midmorning after a telephone screening of a possible deputy candidate, Red stretched, looking out her window. It was another bright October day with the sunlight canting through the trees on the courthouse lawn. Ed the janitor was out on his mower, mulching the leaves. He kept the lawn in pristine condition.

Red put on her windbreaker and slipped outside. Ed waved as she crossed the street to Mrs. Jenkens’s house, where the leaves on her small lawn had been mulched. Red suspected Ed had taken the mower over and done the work. The old school nurse deserved a little help from the county considering her seventy-year service to the children of Pearsal County.

Pressing the button for the doorbell, she heard it ring inside. Footsteps approached the door slowly, and a shaky voice called out, “I’m coming. I’ll get there eventually.”

Red smiled. In her nineties, Mrs. Jenkens still had her sense of humor.

When the door opened, the old nurse squinted up at her. “Oh, young Red. I remember when you came into my office with the beginnings of frostbite on your toes. I told you to wear winter boots.”

“And I was a stubborn teenager who thought boots weren’t cool.” Red recalled sitting in the nurse’s office with her feet in a pan of lukewarm water. Outside it had been below zero with a wind chill in the minus fifties.

Mrs. Jenkens opened the door wide. “Come in, I was just heating water for tea.”

She wore a white blouse and a long navy skirt. It was exactly what she’d worn when Red was in high school, although it hung loose on her and almost to the floor. Her hair was silver-white and looked freshly permed.

“Sit.” Mrs. Jenkens pointed to a couch covered with several crocheted afghans.

“I don’t see your cat.”

“The poor old thing went to kitty heaven this summer. Nearly twenty. I decided she was my last one. If I got another, it would probably outlive me, and that’s too much to worry about.”

“Can I help you with the tea?”

“Oh goodness, no. I might be ancient, but I can still pour hot water over a tea bag. You sit. I’m sure you don’t get much sitting time these days as sheriff.”

Red had too much sitting time lately. Too much time in administrative work with budgets and spreadsheets and staffing issues. Too much time in tiresome meetings. She missed being out patrolling and out in the fresh air. Although she hardly ever weighed herself, she suspected she’d put on a pound or two. Time to start jogging again. At least in the winter she could cross-country ski.

The living room appeared the same as when she’d last visited to get information from Mrs. Jenkens. A sofa, two easy chairs, and a recliner set up around a coffee table. It was clear Mrs. Jenkens spent most of her time on the recliner, judging by the books stacked around it. The room was not messy, but it looked lived in and had a comfortable feel to it.

Mrs. Jenkens shuffled out with two teacups and set them on saucers. “If you take cream or sugar, you need to get it yourself. Sometime in the past few years, my get-up-and-go got up and went.” She chuckled, settling into the recliner slightly out of breath.

When she lifted the steaming cup, Red noted the aroma of spices. “Interesting. Not your usual Earl Grey tea.”

“Can’t stand Earl Grey. It’s too bland and too British.”

They chatted for a few minutes about the weather and how quickly it would be changing come November. Red was eager to find out about Apple Taylor, but knew she needed to bide her time. Mrs. Jenkens would get to it—eventually.

When she did, the transition from talking about November darkness was abrupt. “You want to know about Vance Judson, I presume.”

Red stopped herself from telling Mrs. Jenkens that the whole reunion was a thorn in her side. She set the tea down. “I need to make sure nothing happens when he visits.”

Mrs. Jenkens pressed her lips into a thin line before they turned up into a conspiratorial smile. “I wouldn’t mind if someone took a potshot at him. Too big for his britches, and he always was.”

“I hope you aren’t armed. I’d have to put you on a watch list.”

“I’ll tell you what I told that young woman with all the tattoos. The class of 1965 was a lively one. Vance and his friends were popular and lived on the edge of getting into trouble.”

“And Vance was the leader?”

Instead of answering, she reached over and picked up a yearbook sitting on the floor by her recliner. “It’s here somewhere. I know I showed it to that girl.” She paged through the book until she found what she was looking for. “Here.”

Red moved closer to Mrs. Jenkens. She smelled of lilies and the spiced tea.

“See that photo? They called themselves the Luckies. Heaven knows why, and it turned out that not all of them were so lucky.” She handed the book to Red.

Several casual black-and-white photos were displayed on a page labeled Class of ’65 Having Fun. The photo in the middle consisted of six people around a table. It looked like it had been taken in a restaurant. They had Coke bottles with straws in them and mugged for the camera. In the background was a jukebox.

“These are the Luckies?”

“Taken before that poor boy was hit by a car.”

Red slipped off the couch and squatted by Mrs. Jenkens. “Can you tell me who they are?”

“Well, the big guy is Gary Swenson. The kids called him Hoss. You know, like Hoss Cartwright from Bonanza? The television show?”

“Uh-huh.” In truth, Red knew nothing about Bonanza other than her mother talking about it years ago.

Sitting next to Hoss was a boy with a buzz cut and dark-framed glasses. Mrs. Jenkens pointed to him. “Neil Schmidt, I think. He was quiet and studious. I always wondered why he hung around with Vance and his gang.”

“And this is Vance?” Red studied the boy next to Neil. He had wide-set eyes and a big mouth opened in a grin. His expression was one of teenage arrogance.

“He wasn’t good-looking back then, and the photos I’ve seen of him now show that he hasn’t improved.” Mrs. Jenkens tsked. “But the kids liked him. He was homecoming king and prom king.”

He had his arm around a girl. Red squinted to get a better look. She saw a hint of Scotty in the girl’s face. “Bernice, I’ll bet.”

“Oh, that girl was a flirt. I worried about her. You know, several girls from that class ended up having babies. No birth control in those days and not enough sex education. Poor girls.” Her voice dropped away.

Red waited for her to speak again, but she appeared to have lapsed into her own world. “And the other two?” Red prompted.

“Oh yes. Next to Bernice is Tim Watson. I think they called him Timbo. My husband, who was the football coach and a math teacher, thought that young man was shifty. He caught him cheating on a test senior year, and he almost didn’t graduate.”

From the photo, it was hard to see him as shifty. He was taller than everyone at the table. Even though the photo was not of great quality, he had dark hair and a clearness to his complexion. She could see he might have been considered cute—even handsome.

“And the last one in the photo?”

“George Sawyer. I always liked him. He would stop by my office and tell me to have a good morning. Sweet, not like the others.” Her expression darkened. “That damned war took the spit out of him. He wasn’t a great student, and he didn’t last in college more than a semester. When he quit, he was drafted and sent over. I saw him once after he came back, and it was like something had been drained from him.”

“I heard it was tough for the returning vets. No parades and a lot of protests.”

Mrs. Jenkens slowly shook her head. “Such a waste. And they were all just kids.”

Red paged through the yearbook until she reached the senior photos. The girls with their curled bangs and teased hair and the boys in suits and ties looked old-fashioned. She stopped on the page with Roddy Thompson. He grinned into the camera like he enjoyed life. The short haircut emphasized how his ears stuck out, and he looked younger than the others.

Showing the photo to Mrs. Jenkens, she asked, “Is this the boy that died in the accident?”

“That girl that came wanted to know the same thing. Yes, that’s Roddy. Oh, he was a sweet kid. The other teachers thought he was slow, but Mr. Jenkens didn’t agree. He knew his math and he could fix anything. Today he would have been one of those computer guys—the ones they call geeks, I think.”

Red studied the photo, trying to get a sense of the boy who died before he could graduate. “Why did they think he was slow?”

Mrs. Jenkens gazed out the window. “You know, back then they didn’t have the hearing and vision screening like they do today. His main problem was that he couldn’t hear well. If I recall right, he had the hard measles in kindergarten, and it turned into meningitis. He lost a lot of hearing then. He was slow to respond, but I think he got along because he figured out how to read lips. At least, that’s what Mr. Jenkens thought.”

“But he was different from the other kids?” It reminded Red of her brother, Lad, with his mental illness and how it made him an outcast. “Did he have trouble fitting in?”

Mrs. Jenkens lifted the tea to her lips. Her hand shook as she took a drink. “I think we totally failed that boy. He was so sweet, and he wanted to fit in. I never saw it myself, but Vance and his gang probably made fun of him.”

“He was bullied?”

Mrs. Jenkens didn’t answer. She set her tea down. “I hope I’ve answered your questions, because it’s time for me to take a little nap before they come with Meals on Wheels.”

Red sensed that Mrs. Jenkens knew more than she was saying. But she wasn’t here to badger the old nurse. “One more question. What did the girl that came to see you want?”

“Oh, same thing as you. I told her about the Luckies and sent her on her way. No reason to dig up the past like that.”

Red stood. “Thank you for the tea.”

Mrs. Jenkens’s eyes were closed, but she answered, “So sad about Roddy. We should have done something.”

Outside, the clear October sky had begun to cloud over.
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GEO


Red felt restless after her visit with Mrs. Jenkens. She wasn’t sure what it was, but she had the sense of unfinished business. Had the old nurse overheard something all those years ago? Had she known Roddy was being bullied and didn’t report it? As a nurse, perhaps the kids confided in her, and she kept it to herself.

Remembering her years of teaching junior high science, Red understood how teachers picked up on things with kids. It was always a challenge to know when to report. Especially with teenagers who could exaggerate and make stories up.

Overhead, the clouds gathered. Red slid into her car seat. It was time to take a drive and let her thoughts settle. Vance and Roddy were taking over her life, and she needed to sort it out. She drove north. The color of the turning leaves was at its peak. A good windstorm would carry away the reds and golds and yellows. Even with the sky clouded over, driving through the stands of birch and oak and maple lifted her spirits.

She and Will loved the fall. Whenever they had the free time, they’d go to their forested acres and enjoy the rustling of the leaves and the smell of the earth as it settled for winter. She thought about one of those last visits with him. Physically, he was a shadow of himself, his body ravaged by the cancer and by the chemotherapy and radiation. When they’d reached the rutted logging road that took them to the little shack on their property, he could barely get out of the car.

They’d sat on lawn chairs by the shack and held hands. Will had been quiet as they listened to the sounds of squirrels dashing up an old oak tree and the gentle breeze whispering through the underbrush. He pointed down a footpath through the woods. “I can’t get there now. Too tired, too weak. But that’s where I want to be. The oak at the end of the path. Promise me you’ll bury my old bones there.”

And when he died, that’s exactly what they did. Red didn’t investigate the legality of burying someone on private property. She and her nurse friends with the help of the local funeral director did a quiet green burial. Four years ago. The anniversary was coming up.

She passed Eddie’s Resort on Hammer Lake, the only other bar in the area. The parking lot had a few pickup trucks and a couple of cars, but the bar didn’t appear to be busy. Over the last year or so, the number of 911 calls to Eddie’s had dwindled. For that, Red was grateful. However, she suspected the owner still ran a high-stakes poker game in the back room and took bets on high school games. It was not a top priority for law enforcement at this time.

Red was about to turn onto County Road 18 and make a second visit to Will’s spot under the old oak this week when she passed a faded sign on the highway that said “Kitty’s Bar and Grill, Five Miles Ahead.” Time to look at the place where Roddy had been found by the side of the road. Perhaps by seeing it sixty years later, it would set her mind at rest. Or give her a clue to the story behind his death.

Kitty’s Bar was on the corner of Highway 25 that went north to the Golden Deer Casino and Pearsal County 4, also known as County Line Road. North of 4 was Dickson County. Even though Kitty’s had only been closed a few months, the area appeared shabby and abandoned. Weeds had grown up in the deserted gravel parking lot. Red heard the bar closed when its owner got sick and decided to move to Arizona to avoid another Minnesota winter. He’d put it up for sale last spring with no buyers.

The building was a plain one-story structure with wood siding. Red recalled the old report on the arson. It had done significant damage to the kitchen area in the back but left the rest of the building intact. It had sat abandoned for years until a couple bought it and renamed it Kitty’s. They’d remodeled the interior with a Northwoods theme, including a stuffed moose head behind the bar. Red didn’t like walking inside with the sightless moose staring at her. It was a dim place that smelled of spilled beer and fryer grease.

The two small front windows were boarded over along with the door. Someone had spray-painted “closed for the season” on the plywood. Red parked in front of the door. The bar and its surroundings had the air of desolation. It reminded her of being in the basement of the courthouse with the old files and thinking about all the sad stories contained in the moldering boxes.

“Sad stories here, too.” She spoke out loud as she walked around the periphery of the building. The back of the building had several mature oak trees and a broken-down picnic table. Behind it was a barbed wire fence that had been bent as if people had jumped over it. Behind the fence was a fallow cornfield waiting to be plowed under.

Red stood by the fence and closed her eyes. Something in Rollie’s notes inched to her consciousness as a car passed on the highway. It was a question. “Why didn’t anyone hear the impact?” She needed to read through Rollie’s jottings again. She had so little information other than that the body was found in the ditch across from County Line Road and next to Highway 25. Was Roddy found while the bar was still open? Was he found later? Who found him?

She walked back to the car, shaking her head. “Why am I trying to solve a cold case that doesn’t even belong to me?”

As if to answer, her phone rang. “Sheriff, it’s Jason. I’m at the hospital. It’s the old guy who collects stuff—George Sawyer. It looks like he fell in his workshop. They’re getting him stable and plan to medevac him to Duluth.” He paused. “If he lives.”

Generally, her department didn’t get involved in falls unless the circumstances were questionable. “Jason, why are you there?”

“Well, the nurse here was a little nervous about it. Seems he was brought in by Mitch Rafferty and that podcaster woman. Peach or something?”

“Apple,” Red muttered. She clamped her jaw shut hard enough that an ache rose up the side of her face. “Are they at the hospital now?”

“Yes. The girl seems real nervous.”

“Keep them there. I’m on my way.”

Apple Taylor might have a reason to see George, but what about Mitch? Why was he there? And Mitch, with all his law enforcement training, should know as a first responder not to transport someone unless it was an absolute emergency with no ambulance available.

As she sped down the highway to town, her phone rang again. “Sheriff, Mitch says he has an important meeting and can’t stay. I guess I can’t hold him.”

“Tell him to see me as soon as he can.” Typical of Mitch to leave the scene.

By the time she reached the hospital, they had George on a gurney and were ready to load him onto the ambulance. Red didn’t want to cause any delays, but she had questions for him.

George’s eyes were open, and one pupil was larger than the other. She leaned close to him. “George, it’s Sheriff Red. Can you tell me what happened?”

He mumbled something. She moved closer and spoke again. “Can you tell me what happened?”

“Know ’bout the jukebox and the agreement. Watch out.” His eyes drifted shut.

Sherry, the nurse, touched Red’s shoulder. “We don’t have much time. Doctor thinks he’s bleeding in his brain.”

Red watched as they rolled him into the ambulance. She had seen a resignation in the way he spoke and feared he would not survive this fall. Ironic that only a couple of hours ago, Mrs. Jenkens had said the Luckies weren’t necessarily lucky.

She found Apple sitting in the waiting area, holding a Styrofoam cup with coffee in it. Her hand shook as she raised it to her mouth. Her phone lay on her lap.

Red sat beside her. “Can you tell me what happened?”

“Um, nothing really happened. I went to his house, and no one answered the door, so I went out back to that big building. The door to it was open, and there he was, sitting on the floor next to a workbench like he’d fallen and hit his head on it. I could see blood on the collar of his shirt.” She set the coffee down on the arm of the chair, nearly spilling it. “I asked if he was all right, and he talked, but it didn’t make any sense.”

“Was Mitch, the man you were with, there too?”

“He came right after I found the old guy. He said it would be okay to take George to the hospital.” Her eyes were filled with tears. “I wanted to call 911, but he said it would be faster if we took him because the ambulance service was all volunteer and it would take a while.”

Red refrained from telling the girl that the all-volunteer ambulance service had a reputation for fast response.

“Mitch brought him in?”

She nodded. “He got the guy to stand, and between the two of us, we walked him to this big black SUV. I went back to get my bag, and that’s when I found a jacket with a wallet in it. I came right to the hospital because I thought it might have information they needed. You know, insurance and stuff.”

A tear trickled down her cheek. “He seemed so alone there, just sitting. I think he’d been crying.”

Red was having a hard time picturing the scene. Was this a simple accident? Or an assault?

Sherry beckoned Red and Jason into the hospital conference room. “I talked with George’s son Hardy just now. He said his dad was depressed and had gotten worse since he’d learned about the reunion. But he was in fairly good health except for his blood pressure. Hardy was surprised about the fall.”

Sherry stood shifting on her feet before speaking again. “Sheriff, I know it’s just a gut sense, but it seemed like Mitch Rafferty was almost grilling the poor old guy about what happened to him. Like he was suspicious or something.”

“Good to know. Thanks. We will follow up.” She turned to Jason. “Let’s take a look at where the accident happened. Maybe it has a story to tell.”

Apple hadn’t moved except to activate her phone. She concentrated so hard on texting that she startled when Red sat down next to her again. “Did George know you were coming to see him? Had you called ahead of time or told anyone about your visit?”

Apple’s eyes widened. “Do you think this wasn’t an accident?” She had a light in her eyes like this would be another scoop for her podcast.

Red tried to tamp it down. “I’m trying to get a picture of what happened before I talk with George’s son. Did you mention the visit to anyone?”

Apple wrinkled her brow. “Only the old nurse. I said I wanted to talk with all of Roddy’s friends to see what they thought.” She rubbed her forehead. “And I talked a little with Mitch. We met at Cuttery’s.”

“Did you tell him you were going to visit George?”

“I guess?”

A few minutes later, in the hospital parking lot, Red leaned against the door of her car and asked Jason, “Why am I so uneasy about this?”

He shrugged. “Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe just what that podcaster said. He fell and hit his head.”

“Let me talk with the son and get his permission to look at Sawyer’s place. I’d feel better if I could picture what happened.” She kicked a piece of gravel away. “And I’d feel better if I knew why Mitch suddenly showed up.”

She looked up at the sky as a light rain began to fall. If a cold front moved in, they could have a dusting of snow that would slicken the roads. “Please, Mother Nature, don’t add to the weirdness,” she muttered.
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SCAVENGER’S ACRES


The dispatcher patched her through to Hardy Sawyer, the only one of George’s children who still lived in Lykkins Lake. Red knew little about the family. No trouble with the law, several other children including a daughter who had moved away. George was known as the go-to person for old parts for obsolete appliances and motors. He lived on five acres and had a large pole building and several sheds filled with an accumulation of machinery and things scavenged over the years. The place was known in the community as “Scavenger’s Acres.”

Hardy’s voice faded in and out on the phone. “I’m on my way to Duluth. They say Dad has a brain injury.”

“He was found in his shop. He has a head injury that may have been the result of a fall.”

“Damn it! We’ve been trying to get him to sell up and move. My sister has a room for him at her house in St. Cloud. He and I haven’t talked much, especially since he got that invitation to the reunion. It put him in a dark place. I don’t know what to think.” His voice broke up with static on the line.

Red spoke louder, not sure if the call had dropped. “I’m wondering if you would give me permission to look at where he fell.”

The static cleared. “Is something wrong?”

“Since it wasn’t witnessed…” She wasn’t sure how to frame her suspicions that this wasn’t an ordinary fall.

“Go ahead and look. Uh…Dad wasn’t in the best frame of mind. Could he have done it himself? Like jumped or something?”

“I’ll take a look and get back to you. Drive carefully.”

Red pictured the son racing to the hospital in Duluth. He sounded calm on the phone, and she wondered if a piece of him hoped George wouldn’t survive. She was reminded of her father’s second heart attack. By then, he’d been so incapacitated that she wondered if he had any quality in his life. Her mother was in the early stages of dementia, and when the doctors said he didn’t survive, her response was to ask, “So I can take him home now?”

At least George had a family that cared about him. Last year she’d gotten a call for a welfare check on an elderly man who lived in a little ramshackle house in town. The letter carrier was concerned because of the accumulation of mail in the box.

When she arrived, the door was unlocked and the smell hit her as soon as she opened it. He’d been dead for at least a week. When the son was tracked down, his first question was about money. “Did he leave me anything?” If she recalled correctly, the son never came back. The house had to be demolished, and the county paid for his cremation and burial.

Jason was waiting at Sawyer’s house when she arrived. It was a standard one-story rambler with a neglected front yard. A planter with long-dead flowers hung by the door. She wondered if the planter had been there since before George’s wife died two years ago.

The front curtains were pulled shut, and a couple of old newspapers lay by the door. The neglect reminded her of the old guy and the ramshackle house.

A gravel driveway circled around the house to the pole building in the back. Behind the house, the yard was strewn with old appliances, toilets, sinks, and an odd cylindrical metal object. Dying weeds waved in the light breeze.

“Is that what I think it is?” She walked over to the cylindrical piece of equipment and inspected it. The cylinder was the length of a human body with a hole at one end about the size of someone’s head. The metal was rusted and dented.

Jason stood next to her. “Looks like something out of a Star Wars movie.”

Red scratched her head. “I think it’s an old iron lung.”

“Iron lung?”

“My grandma talked about them. Back in the 1950s before polio vaccinations, kids got polio, and it paralyzed their lungs. They couldn’t breathe. They’d put them in this with the head out. It pumped air in and out to help the lungs expand and contract.”

Jason shook his head. “Where would he get something like that?”

“Probably not at Home Depot.” Red surveyed all the things in the yard, wondering how much oil and other chemicals had leached into the soil. “Almost looks like a Superfund site. His kids are going to have a hell of a hard time cleaning this up when he does sell the place.”

As they approached the pole building, Jason commented, “I’ve heard you can buy just about anything from George. My dad was able to get replacement parts for an old gas mower that he’d had since before I was born. Said George knew exactly what he needed and found it right away.”

Red felt like she was walking through an abandoned graveyard. The place where all the unwanted things went to die. Including an iron lung.

The garage door to the pole building was shut, but the door next to it was standing open. Inside, the interior was well lit from rows of fluorescent lights hanging from the ceiling. The concrete floor was gritty from a layer of dust and dirt. George probably hadn’t swept it in years. Ahead was a workbench piled with tools and other hardware.

“Apple said she found him on the floor by the workbench.” Red surveyed the area, looking for a ladder or step stool. “I don’t see anything he could have fallen from.”

Jason walked deeper into the building. The walls were lined with metal shelving piled high with electronic parts, small appliances, and tools. “Maybe he fell somewhere else and collapsed by the workbench.”

“Or maybe he simply collapsed.” She remembered how her father had crumpled to the floor with his second heart attack.

An aluminum folding ladder leaned against one of the walls but didn’t look like it had been used recently. Several pools of blood marked the concrete floor by the workbench, and the dust and dirt on the floor had been disturbed.

Red was trying to picture the fall when Jason came trotting from the back of the building. He was holding a piece of video game hardware.

“Hey, look at this! It’s an old Xbox. I had one when I was a kid. I wonder if he has more stuff like this. Wow!” His eyes were alight with excitement.

Red cringed at his enthusiasm. A man was clinging to life, and Jason was excited about a video game? Chiding her dark mood, she continued to study the area around the workbench. “Settle down. I suspect most of the things in this building will eventually find their way to the dump.” So far, the warehouse of junk wasn’t telling her anything.

“Jason, did either Mitch or Apple tell you how they found him? Was he facing the workbench or facing the door?”

“They only said they found him sitting on the floor, slumped over.”

“But the bleeding was from the back of his head, right?”

Jason shrugged. “I think so.”

Red squatted down by the workbench and brought out her flashlight. “It looks like blood here. Maybe he fell backward and hit his head on the bench.”

Again, Jason shrugged. “Why is that important?”

“What if he was shoved or hit?” She needed to call Sherry from the hospital and find out about the head wound.

Jason pointed to something under the workbench. “What’s that?”

It appeared to be a piece of paper. Gingerly, she picked it up by the corner.

“Interesting.” She showed it to Jason. It was the invitation to the reunion, and printed in neat handwriting on the bottom was a note. She read it out loud. “Geo, remember the jukebox and the agreement.”

The note wasn’t signed. Red looked around the area of the workbench. A cardboard box sat beneath the table. Red switched on her flashlight to see that the dirt had been disturbed, as if the box had been shoved under the bench. She squatted down and reached under the bench to pull it out. The box was heavy and made a scraping sound as she tugged it out.

Old 45 records had been thrown into the box. Some were broken. Jason knelt next to her. “Wow, my grandpa would love those.”

Red pulled one out. “‘Achy Breaky Heart.’ That was big when I was about ten. My dad would turn off the radio whenever they played it. ‘Barroom music,’ he’d mutter.”

They sifted through the box. The records ranged from rock and roll, including some Beatles, to unknown songs from unknown eras.

What had George said to her? Something about a jukebox. Was he trying to give her a message? She grimaced. They’d be taking away more questions than answers from this visit.

“Listen, this has been an adventure, but I don’t think it tells us there was a crime committed. I’ll ask Hardy if he knows anything about this invitation. It’s possible someone was looking for records for the reunion and asked George what he had.” She took a photo of the invitation and left it on the workbench.

As they were putting the box back under the workbench, Jason got a call. When he ended it, he sighed. “Some guy in a ditch down in Haasken Township. Claims a dark SUV ran him off the road. Wondered if it was one of those ‘protesters’ scouting the area.”

Since Haasken Township was mainly fields and lowlands, it seemed an odd place for ‘protesters’ to scout. “Check it out, and if you find a protester, ask them what they’re protesting.”

Maybe George had a visitor before he fell. Or maybe someone was planning to visit, and that’s why he had the box of 45s out. She’d follow up with Hardy. Right now, she had to track down Mitch and find out why he was at Sawyer’s and why he chose not to call the ambulance. She wasn’t looking forward to the meeting.

Sherry called her back a half hour later. Red was sitting at her desk, eating a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich. The bread tasted stale, which didn’t help Red’s mood. Mitch was scheduled to come in a few minutes. A piece of her hoped he’d cancel.

Sherry told her that when George came in, he was bleeding from a wound on the back of his head. “You know head wounds can look a lot worse than they are. They tend to bleed a lot, but when I saw it, I knew he was in trouble. Got the okay from the doctor at the clinic to send him right to Duluth.”

“Do you think he fell backward and hit his head?”

“It’s possible. Sheriff, he was in bad shape when he left here. I wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t make it. Um, his skull was dented like someone hit him with a hammer or a bat or something.” She paused. “But don’t quote me on it.”

Red sat in silence, thinking about Scavenger’s Acres and George and the photo of him with Vance and the other kids. She wished Will was standing over her shoulder, helping her to sort it out.

“Was it an accident? Was the death of the teenager back in 1965 an accident? Am I getting myself into a stew over nothing?” For a second, she thought she saw Will smiling out of the corner of her eye. He used to tell her, “Use your intuition, honey. You’re smart enough to figure this out.”

Not today. She finished the sandwich just before Mitch strode into her office.
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MITCH


“I hear they sent old George to Duluth. He must have really whacked his head when he fell.” Mitch sat down and leaned his elbows on Red’s desk.

His arrogance irritated Red, but she decided she was more interested in getting information from him than dressing him down for not calling 911. She guessed the outcome for George was probably the same, ambulance or not. Why had he made that choice, and what was he doing at Sawyer’s? Put Apple into the mix, and the columns didn’t add up.

She rubbed her forehead before speaking. “I have some questions that maybe you can help me clear up.”

Mitch leaned back with a half smile. “Always happy to help.”

Red refrained from commenting, knowing that Mitch was happy to undercut her whenever possible. “I’m wondering why you were at George’s place today.”

“Lucky coincidence, I guess. My boss asked me to check out the people who are coming to the reunion. George was on the list.”

“Check them out? What do you mean?”

Now Mitch looked a little uncertain, like it had never occurred to him to ask why he needed to check them out. “Well, uh, he wanted to confirm that they were coming.”

“Didn’t the reunion committee send out RSVPs?”

Mitch shrugged. “I do what the boss wants.”

It sounded to Red like a line from a bad Mafia movie. “You drove out there to ask George if he was coming to the reunion?”

“That’s right.”

“Why not call him?”

“The boss wanted me to talk with him in person. Anyway, I don’t think it’s really your concern.”

Mitch was lying. Anger tightened Red’s chest as she leaned on the desk, peering at Mitch. He was a good-looking man with a well-toned body and careful grooming. Even though she wasn’t an expert on such things, the men’s cologne he wore smelled expensive. She’d observed him before interacting with high school girls when he’d helped coach the wrestling team. He had a way of flirting with them that caused them to blush and giggle. She also knew his secret but hoped she wouldn’t ever have to play that card.

Working to relax her shoulders, she replied, “It’s only my concern because it’s possible George’s head injury might prove fatal. I simply want to get the facts if it becomes a coroner’s case.”

The swagger seemed to drain from Mitch’s face. “Oh? He was alert and talking to me when I took him to the hospital. We were able to walk him to the car. I didn’t think it was so bad—maybe a little bump on the head.”

Red wasn’t sure whether to believe him. “Did George say anything to you about someone else being at his warehouse?”

Mitch wrinkled his brow. “I don’t think so.”

“Did you see anyone else?”

“Just that podcaster girl. She was there when I came. Said she’d just walked in and found him on the floor.”

Red noted a hesitancy in Mitch’s voice. She kept her eyes on him but said nothing. The room stayed silent until Mitch finally spoke. “Okay, I wasn’t entirely truthful. I ran into that girl at Cuttery’s. I heard she was asking a lot of questions about Vance, and…well, you know it’s my job to keep him safe…”

Ed the janitor’s leaf blower suddenly roared to life, drowning out Mitch’s voice. Red thoroughly disliked the blower but had no authority over Ed. She waited for him to move away from her window. When the noise died down, she spoke. “And?”

He took a deep breath and exhaled loudly, like the questions were irritating him. “I heard she was going to talk with George, so I sort of followed her there. That’s when I found her by him.”

“Do you think she pushed him?”

He shrugged. “I doubt it. George is a big man, and she can’t weigh more than a hundred pounds. Besides, why would she?”

Something clicked with Red. “Mitch, when you took George to the hospital, were you trying to find out what she’d asked him?”

The flush that rose up his neck told her the answer. “He wasn’t making much sense by the time I got him to the hospital.”

“What did he say?”

“Something about a jukebox and parts for it. Kept saying over and over, ‘I got you the parts. Isn’t that enough?’”

While Red was mulling this over, Billie the dispatcher walked in, nodding to Mitch. “Sheriff, we just got a call from the emergency room in Duluth. The doctor would like to talk with you.” He handed Red a piece of paper with a name and phone number on it.

Mitch’s expression turned from worry to curiosity. “Wonder what he has to say?”

Red set the paper down in front of her and stood. “Thanks, Mitch, for coming in. If I have more questions, I will be sure to give you a call.”

He didn’t move. Leaning back in the chair, he folded his hands and smirked. “It seems to me we have a few more things to talk about.”

Red felt the urge to walk around her desk, grab his arm, and hoist him up. Better sense prevailed. She did not want to get into a pissing match with him right now. She wanted him to leave so she could make the call to the doctor in Duluth in private. Her face felt taut as she asked, “Mitch, what is it you want?”

“You haven’t gotten back to me about the protesters. My boss is quite concerned. He wants the reunion to go smoothly.”

Red stayed standing but leaned on her desk. “What protesters? Give me specifics.”

“The ones who are coming next week.”

“You mean when Vance comes to town?” Curious that he referred to him as the boss. Red suspected Mitch was getting his orders from either an underling or his father, Beldon, and not from the billionaire himself.

“That’s right.”

Red gazed up at the ceiling for a few seconds to gather her thoughts. “Okay, here’s the deal. You bring me specifics, and the two of us will put together a game plan. Specific means how many, who are they, what’s their background, et cetera. You know the drill.”

For a moment, she wasn’t sure he was buying what she was saying. She could see him thinking and calculating. She guessed he would quickly go home and consult with Beldon.

Mitch stood. “Well, okay. But you better be willing to answer my calls.” He sounded like a schoolyard bully who had just been one-upped.

Such a threat. Red gave him a tight smile and hoped it showed how insincere she felt. “And if you remember anything else about your conversation with George, please let me know.” She paused. “In case I have to inform the coroner. If George doesn’t make it, the coroner might wonder why a trained person like you would take someone with a head injury in his car.”

As he walked out, he muttered in a low whisper, “Like hell he will.”

“I heard that,” she called to him.

Once he was gone and her door was closed, she sipped from a bottle of water and tried to relax. She wondered how Will would have handled this encounter. “Don’t go there, girl. You are sheriff now.”

It took several minutes on hold before she was able to speak with the emergency room doctor. After some greetings and verification of identification, he told her that George was in surgery for a subdural hematoma. The injury was critical. “I’ve reported to the local police, but the EMTs said you were involved, so I thought I’d talk with you. I’ve only got a few minutes, but I’m wondering why you were called in.”

Red explained the situation and what she had learned. He was found collapsed. He was brought to the emergency room here in Lykkins Lake and immediately sent to Essentia Health-St. Mary’s level-one trauma center. “Doctor, I admit my concern about George’s fall was based mainly on a gut feeling that something was off. We went back to the site where he fell and found no evidence of a ladder or step stool that he could have fallen from. I wondered if he had been shoved or hit with something.”

In the background, an overhead page announced an ambulance arrival in ten minutes. “I need to go, but I wanted you to know that I don’t think he was shoved. I think he was assaulted with something like a bat. The skull was fractured and indented. I wanted you to know in case the Duluth police contact you.”

It was time to track down Apple Taylor and get her story.
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ROLLIE’S NOTES


When Red finally reached Apple, she said she was home in Minneapolis but planning to come back tomorrow. They set up a time to meet in the morning.

Before the call ended, Apple asked, “How is George doing? That Mitch guy said he’d probably be all right, but I don’t know. He didn’t look so good.”

Red simply said, “He’s at St. Mary’s in Duluth. It’s an excellent trauma center, and I’m sure he’s getting the best of care.”

When she hung up, she squeezed her eyes shut. Would “best of care” mean surgery, ICU, and then nursing home for the rest of George’s life? She couldn’t shake the darkness she felt. It was time to go home to her dog and have a beer. Hopefully she could shed this pall that engulfed her.

The clouds had disappeared, and the setting sun slanted in the west with an eye-aching glare. She knew that part of the dark cloud had to do with the anniversary of Will’s death and part of it was from the stress of next week’s circus around a soulless billionaire.

“Come on, Red,” she said to her steering wheel. “What makes you think the man has no soul?” She conjured up the photo of the Luckies and pictured the expression on young Vance’s face. Was it a smile of youthful enjoyment or a smirk?

Before she drove home, she stopped at Georgia’s Antiques to see if Georgia had a bottle of her ginger beer. It was a nonalcoholic beer, home-brewed with a delightful infusion of ginger, and it was one of the best remedies for a roiled stomach.

The door to the shop was warped, and she had to kick it to open.

“Come in,” Georgia called from the back.

“You know your old-folk customers can hardly open this door. When are you going to get it fixed?”

Georgia walked out wearing a canvas apron splotched with brown stains. “It stops thieves from making a quick escape.”

Red laughed. “How many are going to make a quick grab for an old oak dining table?”

Georgia studied Red. “By the crease in your brow, I think you need a refreshment. Come on back.”

Red rarely talked specifics of sheriff’s business with her poker club, but she did solicit information on what the chatter was in town. Once she was seated with a ginger beer, Georgia took off the apron and joined her.

“I can tell you are in your ‘all’s not well in the realm’ mood. What’s up? And before you tell me it’s an ongoing investigation, I know about George Sawyer and that he fell, and it had something to do with that podcaster.”

Red tried to choose her words carefully. “Hypothetically, what if George’s fall wasn’t an accident? Who would want to harm the old guy?” She thought about the invitation she’d found. Should she share that with Georgia? The voice in the back of her head said no.

Georgia poured her beer into a glass, and the carbonation made a soft bubbling sound. “I’ve known George since I moved here and bought this place. In some ways, we’re in the same business, except he doesn’t collect antique furniture, and I don’t collect old appliances. He is an odd guy.”

Considering the shape of Scavenger’s Acres, oddity didn’t surprise Red.

“Did you know he has a rusting iron lung on his property?”

“Not surprised. I wonder if it’s worth something?”

Red shrugged. “I suppose we could google it.”

A car with its muffler dragging roared down the street outside the shop. Georgia looked at her as if she was expecting Red to do something about it.

“Sorry, I’m not in the mood to chase down noisy cars. Do you know if George had enemies or disputes with anyone?”

“None that I know of, other than the neighbor to the north who didn’t like his junk all over the place.”

Red remembered the situation. The neighbor was trying to sell his property and claimed George’s acres decreased the value. “I think that got resolved when the neighbor found a buyer, didn’t it?”

Georgia shrugged. “I don’t know about that. I do know that George had a long history of depression. His son Hardy told me about it. One of those strange encounters where we were both at an auction and bidding on the same maple dresser and vanity. It was a beautiful set, and he wanted it for his mother, who wasn’t doing well. He said, ‘Mom always sacrificed for Dad, and I want something nice for her now.’ I let him outbid me by a dollar.”

Red set her beer on a coaster. “Maybe she had a hard life with him.”

“Hardy told me his parents were high school sweethearts. They married just after he got called up for the draft. When he came back from Vietnam, he suffered bouts of depression. Sometimes they were so severe that he had to be hospitalized. She stuck with him through it all.”

“Posttraumatic stress?”

“I’m no expert, but I think a lot of those boys—and they were only boys—came back with it. When I was the state health commissioner, we worked with the VA because of all the homeless vets. Many sad tales.” She lifted the glass to her lips and set it down without drinking. “But if I recall our conversation, Hardy said his mother had told him he’d changed even before he was drafted. Said something like, ‘Mom said the sweetness had been drained from him.’”

Red thought about the Luckies. “He was a friend of Vance’s back in high school. Mrs. Jenkens told me he was sweet. Used the same word.” She noted to herself that the word “sweet” had been used for two of the boys—Roddy and George.

They talked for a while about the weather and the changing of the season before Red finished her drink and stood. “I’m all relaxed now and ready to have a quiet evening reading to my dog.”

“Pathetic little rag mop.”

“Maybe, but he doesn’t ask me to solve crimes, hire deputies, or protect rich men.”

Georgia walked with her to the door. “Listen, Red, I know this is a bad time of the year for you. We’re here if you need a shoulder. It’s been ten years since Wesley died, and I still have my moments when the anniversary comes up.”

Georgia’s son, Wesley, died by suicide in his late thirties after a struggle with addiction and mental illness. Red appreciated that she could be matter-of-fact about him but also compassionate. They had found commonality when Red told her about her brother, Lad, who had gone missing years ago after being diagnosed with schizophrenia.

Red smiled at her. “Thank you. I’m doing fine. And I will do even finer—if that’s a word—once Vance Judson has come and gone.”

When Red pulled into her driveway, she noted how the leaves had been swept by the breezes into the foundation of her house. She needed to either rake them up or hire someone. Sighing, she closed the car door and added it to her mental to-do list.

Blue was delighted as usual to see her and danced around her feet until she picked him up. “Nice that I can count on you.” She surveyed the sparse contents of her refrigerator and chose a frozen dinner. But she wanted to relax a bit before eating, so she decided to use her oven rather than the microwave. Besides, it would help warm the kitchen, which had a chill to it.

As she collapsed into the old recliner with Blue on her lap, the furnace fan squeaked and eked out warm air from the heating duct near the chair. Red closed her eyes and drifted to sleep. She dreamed about Will. He was off in the woods, trying to tell her something. Before he could get the words out, she was awakened with a start by the oven timer.

Blinking away the dream, she set Blue on the floor and walked to the kitchen. Before she reached the oven, her phone rang.

The caller ID was unknown. Still half asleep, she had an irrational moment thinking it was Will trying to reach her. She cleared her throat and the fog in her brain. “Sheriff Red Hammergren.”

“Uh, this is Hardy Sawyer. We talked earlier.”

“Oh yes.” She remembered that she had said she’d keep him updated. “Sorry I haven’t gotten back to you. Busy day…” Red disliked making excuses but didn’t want to tell him her suspicions that his father’s injury was not an accident.

“Just wanted to let you know that Dad came through the surgery, but he’s on one of those breathing machines. The doctors say he’s critical.”

Hardy and his family could be facing difficult decisions in the next few days. “I’m sorry he’s going through all this.”

He paused, and she heard the beeping of medical machinery in the background. “I was wondering if you found out how he fell. A policeman here in Duluth wants to talk with me.”

“I didn’t see anything to indicate he fell off a ladder or a step stool. But I was told they had concerns about the head wound. Has the doctor talked with you?”

“A little. He wondered if someone had hit him.” Hardy’s voice sounded like he was struggling to keep it under control. “Who would do that?”

Red pictured the invitation. “Do you know if he was meeting anyone? I found an invitation to the reunion with a note about a jukebox.”

“Jukebox?”

A louder beep and raised voices in the background. “Sheriff, I have to go. Something is happening to Dad. But just so you know, he told me when he heard about the reunion, it brought back bad memories.” The call ended.

By the time Red sat down with the dinner, it was slightly burned and very dry. One of these days she would have to try cooking again. How long had it been since a decent meal had been made in this kitchen? Probably sometime before Will had gotten too sick. He was the cook in the house.

Thinking about Hardy’s last words, “brought back bad memories,” reminded her of the box of Rollie’s notes sitting in the messy home office. She walked into the room, tsking at the chaos. “Add this to my to-do list.”

With a little effort, she hoisted the box up and carried it to the living room. Sitting cross-legged on the floor, she pulled out a stack of the legal pads that she hadn’t looked at earlier and set them next to her.

Blue tried to settle on her lap, but she pushed him away. “Your job is to sit next to me and read the words out loud.”

She recognized the absurdity of her comment as soon as Blue gazed at her with his adoring eyes. “All right, I concede. You can’t read. And whatever I say to you makes you happy. That’s why I keep you around.”

Blue licked her hand before settling next to her.

Rollie’s notes were written in such a way that Red suspected he kept a legal pad by his phone and used it as a running memo of information of the day. The pad she took out had phrases scrawled on it. “License 7L.” “Cat rabid?” “Minors smoking.” Some of the notes were dated with the day or month but never the year.

After scanning three tablets and finding nothing useful, she yawned and stretched her arms over her head. These notes needed to be disposed. She’d go through the box to make sure nothing should be saved before taking it in to be shredded.

Blue gazed at her with hopeful eyes. He wanted to go to bed and burrow under the covers. Despite the furnace fan toiling away, it was getting colder in the house as the temperature dropped outside.

“Okay, I’m fine with an early night, old pup.” She squatted down to pick up the box when she noticed something wedged in the corner that was not a yellow legal-sized paper. Carefully she pulled it out, trying not to rip it.

She brought the sheet closer to the light. It looked like a page torn out of a high school yearbook. It had black-and-white photos of the girl’s glee club, the junior choir, and the senior choir. When she turned it over, the other side was the page Mrs. Jenkens had shown her this morning. The table with the six seniors and a jukebox in the background. “Well, Blue, I am being haunted today by the class of ’65.”

Why had Rollie put this in a box of his office notes?
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WHAT HAPPENED TO HOSS?


The morning dawned crisp with another layer of frost on the ground. Blue ran out and quickly did his business.

“Better get used to this, old pup. Winter is coming.”

Despite the sunshine that was peeking through the trees, Red felt unsettled. At least she didn’t have a black cloud hanging over her head like yesterday. She toasted a bagel and brewed coffee before checking her voicemail. Thankfully, nothing from Mitch yet.

She’d left the yearbook page on the kitchen table last night. In the morning light, her concern about the class of ’65 seemed overdramatic. Too much mixed in with all the hype around Vance Judson. George Sawyer was a healthy man before all of this, he had a rough road ahead, but maybe he would recover enough to say what happened. Apple the podcaster would get nowhere with her investigation and fade into the cyberworld of true crime podcasts. And Mitch knew what he needed to do, including providing a shred of evidence that a disruption was looming. That should keep him busy for a while. All would be well.

The optimism lasted through her shower until she smelled something burnt coming from the basement. As she neared the furnace, the smell got worse. Arnie’s temporary fix of the furnace had apparently not held it together. Her first call of the day was to Arnie. “I’m no longer pondering. How soon can you get that new furnace installed? My dog has cold feet, and the house smells like I tried to set fire to the furnace fan.”

Fortunately, Arnie was willing to work on the weekend. “My weekend rate is a little extra, but I’ll loan you a couple of electric heaters at no charge. In the kitchen you can use your oven, but I’d recommend a heater for your living room and one for your bedroom. You can pick them up at the shop anytime today before six p.m. How does that sound?”

“Deal, and I’ll fix your next parking ticket,” she said, laughing.

Her first stop of the morning was Arnie’s shop to pick up the electric heaters, her second was the bank for a loan. By the time she had everything in order, she was late for her appointment with Apple.

She found Apple engaged in an animated discussion with Billie. He had a puppy dog expression on his face, and Red had to hold back a smile. She doubted Apple even noticed.

Before she brought the podcaster in, she called Hardy for an update on George. Hardy’s voice was a little hoarse. “Not a good night. They had to bring him back to surgery. More bleeding or something. He’s in recovery now. What the hell happened? Did you find anything out?”

“I’m sorry to hear he’s having more problems. I’m interviewing a couple of people to see if they can shed light on how he fell.”

She didn’t tell him that in her experience, whether she got a better picture of what happened or not, George was never going to be the same. She ended the call with a promise to check back with him later this afternoon.

When Apple walked in, Red noticed the dark circles under her eyes. The energy she’d had at the beginning of the week had faded, and the girl appeared to be tired and worried.

As soon as she sat, she folded her hands on her lap and pushed out her lower lip. “I didn’t do anything to hurt that old guy.”

Red spoke in a gentle voice. “I need to get a picture of what happened.”

“He was, like, slumped on the floor, leaning against a cabinet and mumbling.”

“Did you see anyone else? Or a car parked at his house?”

Apple wrinkled her brow. “I didn’t see a car. I remember for sure because I wondered if anyone was home. I knocked on the door of the house, but no one answered.” She rubbed her eye. “Kind of spooky place with that dead plant and all. Then I walked to the back and saw all the lights on in that big building. When I saw him, he was, like I said, slumped and mumbling.”

“He was facing the door?”

She nodded. “And there was blood on the floor, like maybe he pulled himself up and slid over to the cabinet.”

Red made a note on the same kind of legal pad Rollie had used. Funny, she thought, I do the same thing he did. She added the date and the year.

“And you didn’t see anyone in the building?”

She slowly shook her head. “I think I heard a car, though. A really loud one, like the muffler wasn’t working or something.”

“How long before Mitch came?”

“It was almost right away. I had my phone out to call 911. He told me to wait, and he took a look at George and asked him some questions, like what was his name and what day was it? George answered, but his voice was slurry, like he was drunk…” She hesitated. “Kind of like Matty at the bar.”

“Then what happened?”

“Mitch told me to help him get George to his car and he’d take him to the hospital. He said it would be faster than 911. I wanted to call—really—but Mitch said this would be better.”

“Did Mitch ask you any questions?”

Apple looked up at the ceiling, once again rubbing her eye. “I think he asked me if George had said anything to me. But he hadn’t.”

They talked a little longer. Red asked if she was having any success in her investigation of Roddy’s death. Apple visibly stiffened. The air of cooperation fell away as she pressed her lips together in a defiant expression. “You can’t stop me.”

Red held up hand. “Whoa, I’m not trying to stop you. It was simply a polite question.” Red’s voice was taut and had the same tone she’d used as a teacher with rebellious students. Apple’s eye widened for a moment.

“Uh, I haven’t found out much. I guess because it was a long time ago.” She glanced at her phone. “I have to go. I’m talking to more people.”

Apple left the office without saying goodbye.

Soon after she left, Billie walked in. His cheeks were flushed. Perhaps Apple had said something to him. “Sheriff, I wanted you to know that Apple asked how to find someone named Hoss. Do you know a Hoss?”

Immediately, Red thought about the photo of the Luckies. “I’ll think about it.” She didn’t want to let Billie know that she had an idea of who Hoss was. She worried that he’d call Apple and let her know. She waited until he left before calling Scotty. When she answered, Red heard the noise in the background. “Busy?”

“Usual crowd.”

“Coming in for your bad coffee and meatloaf with ground carrots, I suppose.”

“Insult all you want, Sheriff, but I keep this town fed and help them avoid being hyper-caffeinated.”

“Need a quick favor. Where would I find Gary Swenson? He was in your mother’s class. Sometimes people called him Hoss.”

In the background, someone called out to her. Scotty’s voice was muffled as she said, “Be there in a second.” When she returned, her answer was abrupt. “Sorry, gotta go. Try Lakeside Senior Apartments. I heard he moved there.”

“Thanks.” Lakeside was the subsidized senior apartments near the clinic. If Hoss lived there, it meant he wasn’t a wealthy man.

Before leaving, she checked her voicemail. A law officer in Duluth wanted to speak with her about George. She hoped it didn’t mean he’d died and it was now a coroner’s case. When she reached the officer, he simply wanted to let her know they’d gotten the report of a possible assault and would be following up with her.

“Poor George and his family,” she uttered before making sure she had the photo of the invitation she’d found in the workshop on her phone. Maybe Gary “Hoss” Swenson could help her.

Lykkins Lake downtown was pre-weekend busy. Cars lined Main Street, and several people waved at her as she drove her Subaru to Lakeside Apartments. The parking lot in front of the apartments was half full. Many of the residents no longer drove, and the county provided a van service for people who needed to get to appointments or shopping. The van sat in front of the entryway, and Rance Westerling, the caretaker, was helping a woman with a walker into the building.

Red greeted them. “Nice day to be out.”

The woman with her hair neatly permed peered up at her. “Maybe, but winter is coming.”

“Good thing you have Rance here to do all the snow shoveling.”

“Sure thing.” The woman focused her attention on negotiating her way through the door. Rance held the door for Red as well.

“I’m looking for Gary Swenson. I hear he moved into one of the apartments.”

“What?”

She’d forgotten that Rance had significant hearing loss, and she didn’t want to raise her voice to let all the people sitting in the front room know whom she was visiting. Moving close to him as if she was going to tell him a secret, she asked again.

“Oh, you mean old Hoss,” Rance’s voice boomed. “He’s in 301.”

So much for confidentiality.

The man who answered the door to 301 bore little resemblance to the teenager in the photo. The years had not been good to Hoss. He had the thinness and gauntness of illness. He wore an oxygen cannula with a tube that trailed behind him to a concentrator. The concentrator hissed and rattled. The high school football player frame was now the frame of a frail old man. Even his voice was weak.

Red was a little taken aback simply because he reminded her of Will when he was so sick. She quickly held out her hand in greeting. “Hi, I’m Sheriff Hammergren. I have a few questions for you. May I come in?”

Hoss stood aside and let her in. The apartment was sparsely furnished with a small kitchen area and a two-person kitchen table. Beyond, in the living room, he had a love seat and a couple of recliners facing a large television set. On the set was a football game with the volume turned off.

He motioned her to the love seat and sat with a groan in the recliner. Before she could speak, he cleared his throat. “This is about Vance, isn’t it?”

Red responded to his directness. “Maybe.” She took out the photo of the invitation. “Yesterday George Sawyer was found in his workshop with a head wound from a possible fall. I’m looking into it. I found this close to him and wondered if you knew anything about it.”

His hand shook as he squinted at the photo. He stared at it for a few moments before glancing up at her. “Sorry, my eyesight isn’t good anymore, and they can’t fix it. Had the cataract surgery, but they said it was something else.”

Red moved closer to him. “Can you read it?”

Hoss didn’t answer. Instead, he groped through a stack of papers on his coffee table until he found the one he wanted. “I got an invitation, too.” He handed her the invitation. It was an exact duplicate of the one in George’s shop, including the handwritten message.

“Do you know who wrote this note?” She handed the paper back.

“Not me, that’s for sure.” Hoss laughed in a way that said he found her question ironic. As he laughed, he started to cough. The coughing increased until he was gasping. When Will was so sick and he started to cough, it meant it was time for medication. Red scanned the medications on the table and handed him an inhaler. He took a puff but continued to gasp. She saw the vial of concentrated liquid morphine. Pointing to it, she asked, “Will the morphine help?”

“Half a syringe,” he choked out. She drew it up and helped him squirt it in his mouth. A sense of déjà vu caused her to take a deep breath. She had done this many times with Will.

It took a few minutes before his coughing and gasping subsided. Red kept a steady hand on his shoulder until he had calmed.

“Thank you,” he whispered. “Scares the people around here when this happens.”

“Are the visiting nurses coming to see you?”

He nodded. “I’m not going to be around much longer. Hope it goes quickly, and I don’t end up in the home. Wife died there after she fell and broke her hip.”

He picked up the invitation. “Don’t know why I got this.”

Something about the way he said it caused her to study him. “Really? You don’t recognize the writing? I’m only asking because this person might know how George fell. You were friends in high school, right?”

His face had taken on a grayish pallor. “Sorry I can’t help you. Geo and I haven’t spoken in years. Really not since that night.”

“You mean since the night Roddy got hit by a car?”

“We agreed.”

Red leaned close to the old man. “What did you agree?”

His eyes drooped, and he leaned back in the recliner. “Need to sleep now. It was a long time ago, and I don’t like to think about it.”

Red slipped quietly out the door, wondering why he had such an odd reaction when he denied knowing whose handwriting was on the invitation. At least she now knew that if someone assaulted George, it wasn’t Hoss. He was too weak and incapacitated. Judging from her experience with Will, he didn’t have too many weeks left in him.


14


SCOTTY’S DILEMMA


The afternoon passed quietly for Red. No calls or demands from Mitch. No emergencies unless you counted her burned-out furnace fan. She sat with Jason as they reviewed an application for one of the open deputy positions.

“I talked with her, and she sounded like she might have a good head on her shoulders. Newly graduated from peace officer training, so she’ll need mentoring. But at least her first question wasn’t ‘What kind of gun do the deputies carry?’”

The last person she’d brought in for an interview with the staff was far too interested in weaponry. Red wanted someone who had both critical thinking skills and compassion. The ability to hit a target was important but not top on her list.

Jason set the application down. “Certainly worth an interview.” He folded his arms across his chest and leaned back.

Red could tell he was disappointed. He preferred a seasoned officer because he wasn’t confident in his mentoring skills, and he wanted someone who could do the job from the beginning. The only applicants she’d gotten with experience struck her as being subpar. One had been disciplined at his former job for being too aggressive. Another had an amazing score on the firing range but had misspelled so many words on her application that Red felt like she’d have to send her to remedial English.

After Jason left, she slipped the printout of the application into a folder. She’d arrange an interview after next week. She was beginning to think of her duties as Before Vance (BV), During Vance (DV), and After Vance (AV). His appearance and subsequent departure couldn’t come soon enough.

She was ready to leave for the day with her loaner electric heaters when Apple called.

“I was just wondering how the old guy was doing.”

It irritated Red that the podcaster didn’t call George by his name. “I don’t have a recent report on Mr. Sawyer.”

“Oh.” Apple hesitated. “Uh, well, I just remembered something.”

Red waited, slipping on her jacket as she held the phone. The girl had an uncertainty to her voice.

“When I got to his place and he was on the floor, he was talking but it didn’t make sense. I remembered that he said something like, ‘tired of the lucky agreement.’ Today when I talked with the old professor, he reminded me of what the school nurse had said, that some of his friends were called the Luckies.”

“Did you ask him what Mr. Sawyer might have meant?”

“I didn’t think of it. Maybe they were like a fraternity, and you had to pledge to get in?”

Red sat down with her jacket on and jotted the words look into lucky agreement on the legal pad. “You said you talked with the professor. Is that Neil Schmidt? I think they called him Nelly in high school. What did you learn from Professor Schmidt?”

Apple’s voice took on a suspicious note. “Why do you ask?”

Red thought about the invitation and the note. Should she share it? Definitely not with Apple. “More curious than anything else.”

“The nurse had told me he was a friend of Vance’s when they were in high school, so I asked the professor about that. He said he hadn’t seen Vance since they graduated, and he didn’t remember much about Roddy except that he was hit by a car. I thought it was strange—you know?”

“Strange in what way?”

“Like he didn’t remember much about a kid his age who died?”

“I see. That is odd, but it was sixty years ago.” Red jotted down, find out about the professor. In the photo of the Luckies, she remembered that Neil wore glasses and a smile that appeared to be tentative—almost like he wasn’t sure he should be at the table with the rest of them.

The dispatcher knocked on Red’s door. She signaled him to wait while she finished talking with Apple. “I’ve got to go, but thanks for the information. If you think of something else, give me a call.”

“Sure.”

Red suspected she wouldn’t hear from Apple again. She kicked herself for not sounding more enthused about what she had told her. Would that be a mistake that would haunt her?

The evening dispatcher told her there had been another incident of a dark SUV driving erratically. This time it was in White Cross Township. The person who reported it didn’t get a license plate number.

Once home with the heater plugged in by the recliner and Blue on her lap, Red took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Was the SUV related in some way to the arrival of the multibillionaire? What about the old high school group and an agreement? Or the death of a teenager? Too many threads and not enough staff to manage it. With the warmth from the heater and Blue on her lap, her eyes drifted shut.

It was moments like this in the twilight sleep that Will sometimes came to her. This time he stood skeletal and ill, like Hoss. He was trying to tell her to connect the dots and see a pattern, but she couldn’t understand what he meant. She tried to call out to him, and her voice wouldn’t work. Suddenly, Blue barked and woke her with a start. Someone was knocking on the door. She opened her eyes, groggy from the dream as Blue jumped down and trotted into the kitchen.

By the time she got up, Scotty was setting a grocery bag down on the kitchen table. “I have leftover lasagna. For some reason, my customers weren’t excited about it.”

“Perhaps too much spinach in it?”

Scotty took off her coat. “Wow, it’s cold in here.”

“My furnace fan decided to quit. Arnie is replacing it this weekend.”

Reaching into the bag, Scotty took out a bottle of red wine. “Lykkins Lake Liquor’s finest cheap Shiraz. Straight from wherever Shiraz is grown.”

While the lasagna warmed in the oven, they sat in the living room. Scotty pulled a chair close to the heater. “You know, besides a new furnace, you might consider a little redecoration in here.” She pointed to the worn oriental area rug. “I’ll bet that belonged to one of the Hammergrens who died in the early twentieth century.”

The irritation Red had felt when her nap was disrupted faded with the warmth of the wine and the heater. “Okay, Scotty, I know you are generally a very sociable human being, but when is the last time you spontaneously showed up at my door to insult my decorating? What’s the matter?”

“I, uh, need your advice.”

“If you broke the law, I don’t want to hear about it.”

Scotty smiled. “I did worse. I broke the unspoken rule in my family.”

Red set her glass down and leaned forward with her arms folded. “I’m listening.”

Scotty breathed deeply before taking a big gulp of the wine. “You know that Mother and I haven’t had the easiest relationship, right?”

“I’ve gotten hints of it. It’s telling when at Christmas time you admit you’re not sure where she’s living or what her current marital status is.”

“Well, let’s just say that as soon as I graduated from high school here, she dumped my dad and headed west. She never quite forgave me for moving back to Lykkins Lake after I got my nursing degree. She thought everyone should leave, as she put it, ‘this manure pit.’ Although she used a different word for it.”

“She was not fond of small-town living?”

“I recall as a teenager that she wasn’t fond of much of anything. I sensed she felt trapped here and with Dad. She was in the generation of women who were just getting some independence.” Scotty paused and drained her wineglass. “Did you know that she couldn’t get a credit card in her name? She told me she had to be married and then Dad had to sign for it.”

“Times have changed. And now you have to contend with a female sheriff. Of course, I’m not convinced that half the people in Pearsal County know I’m a woman. They assume I’m just another in the long line of Hammergrens.”

“Red, give yourself some credit.” Scotty laughed.

The timer on the oven dinged. Scotty pushed herself up. “Let’s continue this discussion over my delicious lasagna made with whole-wheat noodles and organic pasta sauce. A meal my mother and her rare steak and baked potato diet would abhor.”

“Abhor? Quite the vocabulary.”

They sat in the kitchen with the oven door open to heat the room as they ate. The lasagna was edible, although the organic pasta sauce must not have had any salt in it. Red hardly cared because it was better than another frozen chicken dinner.

“Okay, continue your confession. You were saying?”

Scotty set her fork down. “The unwritten rule in my family had to do with never asking Mother about her past. I knew she dated Vance, and I knew she was popular in high school, but that’s about it. She went off to college and came back to marry Dad, who was quite a bit older. In fact, I think he might have been her science teacher in high school.”

Red knew that Scotty’s father was older and had died of a stroke when Scotty was still in high school.

Red poured another glass of wine for them, knowing she would regret it in the middle of the night when she’d awaken with her heart pounding from the alcohol. “I’m not hearing any terrible breach of an unspoken rule. Nor am I sensing that you’ve broken any law. Please continue.”

“Okay, so those years from high school graduation until she married Dad were what I started to think about as ‘the lost years.’ Honestly, I didn’t even know where she went to college or whether she earned a degree. When I was growing up, she was the town social butterfly, but she never worked. We lived on what Dad made.”

Blue trotted to the back door and stood with an expectant look. He either wanted to go out or he wanted Scotty to leave so he could go to bed. Red let him out before sitting back down. “At least my dog makes sure I get some exercise.”

Scotty ignored the remark. “Like many children of parents they don’t relate to, I had this little needling thought in the back of my mind that maybe I was adopted. Of course, my dad is gone, and I certainly wouldn’t ask Mother. Instead, I got one of those ancestry DNA kits and did the test.”

Red let Blue back in. “And?”

“And now I’m at a loss.”

“You’re adopted?” Red raised her eyebrows.

Scotty snorted. “I wish. No.”

“The suspense is killing me. What did you discover?”

Scotty closed her eyes with a pained expression. “I found I have a half brother who is about to turn sixty. I think Mother was pregnant when she graduated from high school.”

Red thought about how DNA testing had upended many family secrets. She’d considered it at one time, hoping she might find offspring from her brother, Lad. Sometimes she daydreamed that he’d gotten better, gotten married and had kids.

“Wow. And your dilemma is to ask her about it?”

Scotty stared down at her half-eaten lasagna. “Worse. I contacted the half brother, and he wants to meet me. Next week. When Vance Judson is in town because he’s convinced Vance is his father.”

Red groaned. Would this person want to interrupt a reunion to get a chance to meet the billionaire celebrity? This could turn into a headache for the sheriff’s office.

She imagined what Beldon and Mitch would say. “I can see this is a dilemma. What are you going to do?”

“I’ve thought about disappearing until Vance is long gone, but I guess that’s not the way an adult should act.”

“What do you know about this half brother? Maybe it’s a scam.”

“His name is Charlie Poole, and he lives in Minnetonka. He says he’s a retired businessman.”

“Not a Nigerian prince?”

“Not unless the prince looks just like Vance Judson.” Scotty took out her phone and scrolled, then handed it to Red. “He sent me a photo.”

The man in the photo did bear a resemblance to Vance. He had the same large mouth and wide-set eyes, but he had a narrower face shape—similar to Scotty’s. Red handed the phone back with a shrug. “Could be. Or could be a coincidence. All those people with Nordic ancestors tend to look alike.”

Scotty rubbed her cheeks. “What do I do?”

“What do you want to do?”

“Run away.”

“Seriously, what are the consequences of telling your mother about him?”

Scotty shivered. “I get a bad vibe about this. I’m not sure Charlie Poole is looking for his birth family or wanting to get near Vance to demand money. I’m not sure I want to meet him in person. And I’m definitely not sure I want to talk with Mother about any of this.”

They were interrupted by Scotty’s phone. “It’s my mother. I’d better take this in the other room. Damned karma!”

While she talked, Red opened her laptop and searched for information on DNA testing. It said that unless either the mother or the father had done the test, it couldn’t be determined who the parent was.

When Scotty came back into the kitchen, her cheeks were flushed a deep red. “Oh my God, it just gets worse!”

Red waited, saying nothing.

“Mother is coming early—like this weekend. She says she has some things to tell me. As she put it, ‘We need to have an adult discussion.’ As if I was still a sulky teenager.”

Red beckoned Scotty over to the computer and showed her the information. “It looks like your Charlie Poole needs to get either your mother’s DNA or Vance’s DNA to determine parentage.”

Scotty sat down hard on the chair. “Great, I’ll just ask for a swab while we’re having the adult conversation.”

“Or you can simply ask her if she was pregnant when she graduated from high school.”

Scotty sighed. “Easy for you to say. You don’t know my mother.”

After Scotty left, Red hoped the adult discussion would be civil. She’d hate to have to arrest either Scotty or her mother. The BV days weren’t going well for a number of people.
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THE PROFESSOR


Arnie arrived on Saturday morning at eight to install the furnace. His assistant looked young, probably just out of high school.

“We’ll get you warm by the end of the day,” he grunted as the two of them carefully maneuvered the new furnace in on a dolly.

“Good. My dog has threatened to go live with Oscar next door if things don’t warm up in here.”

Red sat at the kitchen table with her laptop, drinking coffee and reviewing the night reports while Arnie and his assistant worked on the furnace. She overheard him mentoring the teenager in a calm, easy manner. She tried to picture Jason mentoring a new deputy in the same way and realized that if she hired the candidate she liked, it would be up to her to get her properly oriented. More things to deal with AV—After Vance.

Arnie came up the stairs puffing a little and stood in the stairway. “I need a part from the hardware store, but my assistant down there is busy assembling some pieces. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”

She nodded to him before the thought occurred to her to ask, “Do you know Neil Schmidt? I guess some people call him ‘the professor.’”

Arnie scratched his head for a moment before his eyes brightened. “Oh, sure. He’s a retired professor from Wisconsin. Moved back here a couple of years ago.”

“Went to school with Vance Judson?”

Arnie shrugged. “Could be about the same age. I did some work on his furnace. Nice little rambler out on a few acres in Haasken Township. He was in the middle of remodeling the basement. Had a jukebox down there and some fancy plans.”

“A jukebox?”

“Said it was a hobby of his. Used to show it off to the students he advised. Says something about the generation gap. A lot of them had never seen one.”

In late morning, Red left Arnie and his assistant and drove to work. She loved the courthouse on the weekends because of the quiet. After Will died and she was trying to hold the department together, she used to spend more time there than at home. Home was too much of a reminder of the intimate moments with him. The courthouse was a reminder of the work they’d done together.

Ed was out sweeping leaves off the steps. Even though he had a nine-to-five job, he often came on the weekends. Red felt a kinship with him as if they bonded with the old brick building in their grief. Ed’s wife had died two years before Will.

Leaning the rake against the stairs, Ed greeted Red. “Nice enough for you?”

“Looks like a beautiful fall day.”

“Maybe we’ll have a little Indian summer when that big shot comes to town next week.”

She smiled at him and walked into the building. She hoped it would be pouring when Vance showed up. It might help keep any protesters away. Inside, the building smelled of dust and wood polish and a hint of the cigars the men used to smoke in the hallways eighty years ago. All the sanding and painting and polishing over the years never rid the building of it.

The only person in the office was the weekend dispatcher. Red asked her to find an address for Neil Schmidt. “I’m told he lives in Haasken Township.”

She sat at her desk and called Hardy Sawyer, who reported that George was still in ICU with no change. “They say we should start seeing some improvement, but I’m not sure…” He cleared his throat. “I don’t know if Dad really wants to recover. You know?”

The dispatcher walked in with an address and phone number for Neil. “It’s in that new addition where they divided things into ten-acre plots. His is the second mailbox.”

Red drove west out of town, fighting the brightness of the sun. This part of Pearsal County was a mixture of fields and pastures broken up by woodsy acreage. It didn’t have the feel of the pines like Red’s land north of town. She slowed at a sign that said “Welcome to Webster’s Acres. Lots for Sale.”

The professor’s house was at the end of a short driveway nestled in the trees. They were a combination of young evergreens, birch, and aspen and in full fall colors of reds and yellows. The rambler was painted a deep red with black trim. It had an attached double garage. No cars were parked in the drive.

Red stepped out of her car and took a deep breath of the fall air. It smelled crisp with a hint of manure from the field across the way. For a moment, she ached to be in her woods, telling Will about all the developments from the week. Maybe she would feel his presence and know that everything would be okay.

“Shake out of it.” She closed the car door. “You have work to do.”

When she pushed the button for the doorbell, it rang in the house. She waited, alert for the sounds of footsteps. No one answered. She rang it again. The only sound was the rustling of the leaves and the buzz of a distant tractor.

Disappointed, she was turning to leave when a gray SUV roared into the driveway next to her car. It sounded like the muffler had a hole in it. The man who emerged from the vehicle had snow-white hair and a neatly trimmed gray-white mustache. He was shorter than Red and in good shape. He wore a pair of creased khaki pants, a gray cardigan complete with leather elbow patches, and wire-rimmed glasses.

Red approached him with her hand out. “Hi, I’m Sheriff Red Hammergren.”

He had a vexed expression as he studied her before shaking her hand. “If it’s about the muffler, they can’t fix it until next week. Wrecked it on a pothole yesterday. Can’t get the parts.”

Red smiled. “I’m not here about the noise. You have my sympathy on getting it repaired. My furnace man says he has trouble with parts, too.”

The professor looked relieved. “Fortunately, I have a second car. However, I needed this one for an errand today.”

“I’m wondering if we could step inside and talk for a moment. It won’t take long.”

Neil turned to the SUV. “Do you mind if I bring this in with me? I hate to leave things in the car.”

He opened the trunk, and the corner shelf from Georgia’s Antiques was set on top of a blanket.

“Oh, you’re the professor who bought this.”

His eyes widened. “Uh, yes. It’s a perfect example of early twentieth-century craftsmanship. How did you know?”

“Long story. Can I help you bring it in? I know it’s heavy.”

Between the two of them, they carried it into the house and set it on the dining room table beyond the living room. The interior of Neil’s house was immaculate, one of those houses that would prompt Scotty to say, “You could do surgery off the floor.”

The hardwood floors were polished and covered with oriental rugs. Red admired the one in the living room and compared it to her threadbare rug. The professor had not only taste but apparently the time and money to spend decorating.

“I think I could use your help with home décor.” She pointed to the living room with its antique reupholstered furniture.

The professor smiled. “Since I wasn’t married and didn’t have a family, I used the time outside of teaching to learn a few skills. I do my own upholstery. My old high school shop teacher would have been proud.”

He gestured to a wingback chair done in a beige fabric. It was the kind of chair you might see in a fashion magazine and the kind of chair that Red figured she’d spill red wine on as soon as it ended up in her house. He sat on another chair and looked at her with a questioning expression.

Red took her phone out and scrolled to the photo of the invitation. “Do you recognize this?”

He studied it with a furrowed brow. “Interesting. Just a minute, I have something to show you.” He stood up with a groan, holding one hand on his lower back. “This getting-old business is for the young.”

While she waited, she walked over to a painting on the wall. It was of a roadside bar surrounded by trees in the back. The building reminded her of Kitty’s, except it had windows in the front so the patrons could look out. The painting had an Impressionist quality to it, with soft colors and blurred backgrounds. It hardly reflected the broken-down appearance of Kitty’s.

Neil stood next to her. “That was Jukebox Alley in its glory. I hear it’s closed now. So much fun and so much tragedy.”

“Did you paint it?”

“As I said, I’ve had a lot of time between teaching jobs to try other things.”

“Nice work.” Red returned to her chair.

Neil handed her a paper. “I received one of these, too. The handwriting seems to be the same, but the message is a little different.”

She read it out loud. “Nelly, remember the jukebox? Wasn’t it a sad song? Maybe we can go down memory lane.”

“Do you mind if I take a photo of it?”

His voice sounded skeptical when he spoke. “Sheriff, why do you want this information?”

Red wasn’t sure how much to share with him. The tone of his voice gave her an edgy feeling. Why was he reluctant? She decided to share a little but not her suspicions that George was assaulted.

“Perhaps you know George Sawyer. I understand he was a classmate of yours. He had a fall two days ago and is in the hospital in Duluth. We found this invitation where he fell, and I thought maybe someone could tell us more about what happened. I’m checking with people in town who might be going to the reunion and might know who sent the invitation.”

He nodded slowly. “I see. Well, I’m afraid I can’t tell you much. Geo and I were part of a group that hung out together, but after high school we all went our own way.”

“Both notes talk about a jukebox. Does that mean anything to you?”

He pressed his lips into a thin line. “I’m not sure why someone would write about it for Geo. But as for me, I have one. It’s a Wurlitzer 1600 that I’ve been working on for years to restore.”

“Interesting.” It was hard for Red to imagine the professor restoring an old jukebox.

As if he’d read her thoughts, he added, “I didn’t actually do the restoration. Connie Thompson is the expert.” He looked down at his feet and said softly, “Like his big brother, Roddy.”

Red had a sudden picture of her twilight dream of Will talking about the dots. Roddy was one of the dots that didn’t fit a pattern. “You knew the boy who was hit by a car back when you were in high school?”

The professor closed his eyes for a moment, and a little smile played on his lips. “He was odd. Sweet but odd. I think today they would have said he was high-functioning autistic and on the spectrum. Back then, we just thought he was different. Could fix anything electronic. Kind of like his brother now.”

Outside, children’s voices rose as they rode by the driveway on their bicycles. It was a picture-perfect day for being out in the warmth of the fall weather. Red wished she could join the kids. She turned her attention back to the living room with its intricate area rug. “Were you there the night he was found?”

Neil sat up straighter. “You could say that. I was present, at least. We called our group the Luckies, and that night we decided to celebrate graduation by stealing a couple of bottles of liquor from Jalmer, Roddy’s dad. Actually, we had Roddy do the theft. Then we sat out back and drank like stupid teenagers.”

“Everyone was drunk? Did Roddy wander out to the highway? Is that how he was killed?”

Neil clenched his hands into fists, and it was clear he was fighting to keep his voice from shaking. “I don’t know. We were stupid, and I drank so much I ended up passed out in the back seat of my parents’ car. The last I saw of Roddy, he was with the others, laughing it up.”

He stood up, the conversation over. “I have things to attend to. If I find out who sent the invitation, I’ll be sure to let you know.”

There was a coldness to his eyes when he spoke. Red thanked him and drove back to her house. Something seemed off, but she couldn’t put it into words. She had the sensation that when Neil talked of Roddy, he was fighting a demon.
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THE DEVIL


Arnie’s van was still in the driveway when she arrived home. As she walked into the house, she chided herself for not being prepared for the conversation with the professor. Apple said George Sawyer had mentioned a “lucky agreement,” and she hadn’t asked Neil about it. She did learn that Connie Thompson worked on jukeboxes. Perhaps she would talk with him.

Her musings were interrupted by the purring sound of a furnace fan and an exclamation from the basement: “That’s more like it.”

Blue, who had taken up residence by the electric heater, greeted her belatedly. “Some watchdog you are. I’ve been here for at least five minutes.” She picked him up and let him lick her face. “Yuck, poodle breath. Time for your annual teeth cleaning.”

Arnie called up the stairs, “You hear that? I think we have lift-off. I need to do some adjusting, but I shouldn’t have to do a repair job on this furnace for at least ten years.”

She walked down the stairs still holding the dog and observed the furnace. “Somehow, Arnie, when I get around to buying something new, I want a sense of consumer’s joy. This isn’t doing it for me.”

He laughed. “You’ll be pleased in the long run. Better heating and more efficient. I guarantee it.”

“I met Neil, that professor you told me about.”

Arnie was on his knees adjusting something with a screwdriver. “Interesting guy.”

“Oh?”

“I heard he was close friends with Vance. Even advised him a few years ago on investing in the aerospace sector. He was an economist, I’m told.”

“He certainly has a nicely decorated house.”

Arnie stood up with a groan. “That basement of his could be in a museum.”

“Oh?”

“He said he was trying to make a replica of a bar he used to go to.”

Red thought about the painting of Jukebox Alley. Before she could ask more, her phone rang. She set Blue down on the basement floor. “Sheriff Red.”

The dispatcher apologized for calling on the weekend. For some reason, she had it in her head that Red worked a regular Monday-through-Friday job, when in truth, as sheriff, she worked a regular all-the-time job. “Sorry to bother you, but we have a situation on the Haasken Township road. Dark SUV in the ditch and an armed man.”

“Who’s on it?”

“Deputy Brenda Sykes called it in.”

“Patch me through to her.”

While she waited, she ran up the stairs with Blue scrambling behind her. As she grabbed her gear, she prayed it was a misunderstanding of some sort. Brenda was a good deputy but green and prone to getting excited.

The deputy sounded breathless when she spoke. “The vehicle is registered to Victor Andreason. A neighbor reported a vehicle going too fast down the township road. When I arrived, the vehicle was in the ditch, and the driver had a rifle. He yelled and pointed it at me, so I backed away. I’m about a hundred feet from him now.”

“What’s he doing now?”

“Pacing and yelling nonsense.”

“Okay. Stay where you are. I’m on my way.”

Red dispatched all deputies to the site with instructions not to fire. “God,” she spoke out loud, “let’s not have a shooting.”

Calling down to Arnie, she told him to close the door behind him when he was done. “I have a little situation I have to deal with, and I don’t know when I’ll get back.” Quickly she patted Blue on the head and said she would be home in time for supper.

Not likely.

The township road was south of Lykkins Lake, not far from where the professor lived. As she sped her way there, the dispatcher radioed. “The man with the rifle is Lucas Andreason. His father is on his way.”

She sifted through what she knew about Lucas. He was the redheaded kid in the first row when she taught a class on gun safety back when she was a deputy. She remembered him because of his distinctive hair but also the rhythmic movement of his legs and the way he played with his pen. Almost like a caged animal, except he was quiet. At the time, he reminded her of Lad when he was in the early stages of schizophrenia—a little off.

As she concentrated on picturing the boy, she missed the turnoff and had to backtrack. Meanwhile, the dispatcher told her she’d reached Jason and he was on his way.

“A whole shootin’ party,” she said aloud and immediately regretted the words. This wasn’t a funny situation. Fortunately, the dispatcher either hadn’t heard her or chose not to reply.

Red ticked off possible scenarios. The best to hope for was that Lucas would set down his weapon. The worst was somebody getting shot.

When she got to the township road, Brenda’s cruiser blocked the road. The deputy stood behind the cruiser holding a rifle. The dark SUV straddled the ditch, leaning at a fifteen-degree angle. It was situated at the end of a dead-end road. At least they didn’t have to deal with traffic coming from that direction.

Brenda pointed to the man walking back and forth in front of the SUV. “Looks like he’s got a Remington 870 like ours.”

Red observed how he held the rifle barrel pointing to the sky. “Has he shot at anything?”

“No, he’s just pacing and talking out loud. Something about the devil coming and he has to protect everyone.”

They were interrupted by the arrival of an old pickup. The man who got out was wearing a plaid flannel shirt and looked to be in his fifties. Red recognized him from a couple of town hall meetings. He was one of the loudest voices about the “illegals” taking jobs and bringing in drugs.

He shouted as he ran to them. “Lucas, put that thing down, you idiot! It’s your dad. I told you not to take the car.”

Red grabbed him by the arm and pulled him back. “Mr. Andreason, Lucas seems to be in a crisis. Let’s take this as calmly as possible. Is he using drugs?”

Andreason’s eyes narrowed. “My son has his problems, but he is not one of those street druggies.”

“Tell me about the problems.” While Red’s anxiety grew with every minute of the standoff, she needed a quick picture of what they were facing. Lucas’s voice was growing louder and his pacing more rapid.

“Doctors say he’s bipolar, whatever the hell that is. We were having trouble getting his drugs because of the new Medicaid rules. He can’t hold down a job anymore.” His voice was tight with worry.

New federal Medicaid policies had made it more difficult for people with serious mental illness to access medication. She was dealing with it in her jail and the hospital in its emergency room. Red groaned inwardly. In the current political climate, people like Lucas didn’t have a chance at a normal life.

“How long has he been off his drugs?”

Andreason’s mouth worked before he spoke. He had a tremor in his voice. “Maybe a couple of weeks. The wife and I have been on the phone begging, but no one will listen. In the last two weeks, he stopped sleeping at night and was out at all hours.”

Jason and Adam, the other deputy, arrived, tires screeching on the gravel road. Red pointed Andreason to his truck. “Please go back and stay in your pickup. We need to handle this.”

“Don’t shoot my son.” His eyes filled with tears.

Red touched his shoulder. “We will be careful.”

Gathering her team, she outlined the plan. “Brenda, I know you are the best marksman we have with a rifle. I want you to cover me. Jason, you’re here with Brenda. Adam, I want you to stay by the pickup and make sure Andreason doesn’t try to rush the scene. Also stop any cars coming this direction. I’m going to try to talk him down.”

Jason’s mouth dropped open. “But Sheriff, that’s dangerous.”

Yes, Red said to herself, but anything we do in this situation is dangerous.

“I’m going unarmed.” Reaching into the back of her Subaru, she took out her Kevlar vest and quickly strapped it on. “Jason, do you have a sweatshirt in your car? If so, I need it.” She didn’t want to walk up to Lucas like she was part of a television SWAT team. She could tell from his ramblings that he was paranoid and scared.

Jason handed her a maroon-and-gold University of Minnesota sweatshirt. “Don’t, you know, mess it up. It’s the only one I have.”

“Pearsal County will reimburse you, I’m sure.” If it gets spattered with blood.

Taking a deep breath, she walked slowly toward Lucas, trying to recall the voice she used to use when she worked to calm Lad down.

“Hey.” She held her hands up. “Can I talk to you?” Her knees felt weak as she advanced. Maybe this was the stupidest plan ever and Mitch Rafferty would replace her as sheriff when they buried her broken body.

Stop it. Calm is the mantra.

Lucas stopped pacing for a moment. He still held the rifle facing the sky. “What?” His voice was pressured. “Get out of here. I have to protect us from the monster.”

Her experience with Lad told her not to get drawn into the delusion. With Lad, she’d distract him with chatter about her day and school gossip. For a moment, she was unsure how to approach this. Lad was familiar with the things she talked about. But Lucas?

It came to her as he slowly lowered the rifle. She continued to walk toward him. “It looks like you bumped your head. Are you all right?”

With the rifle in one hand, he reached up with the other and touched the area of his forehead that was bleeding. He scowled at her. “Are you part of them?”

“Lucas, remember me? I taught you gun safety. You were the smartest kid in the class. I quizzed everyone, and you got the safety tips every time.”

His eyes registered recognition, but he hesitated. “The devil is coming.”

“Do you remember about the red band?”

“What?”

“The red band behind the trigger. What did we say about it?”

He stopped pacing and looked at the rifle. “Red means the safety is off.”

Red took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “See, you are smart to remember that. It’s been, what? Seven years?”

He blinked rapidly. “Seven years. Seven years before the apocalypse.”

Taking a step forward, she asked, “What else did you learn?”

“Assume the gun is loaded. Always assume the gun is loaded.”

“Excellent.” She was within five feet of him now. “Can you put the gun down?”

He suddenly looked young and scared. He stared beyond her at the police cruiser and pushed out his lower lip. “They’re going to shoot me.”

Red slowly shook her head. “No, Lucas. They aren’t. Can you tell me if your head hurts? You must have banged it when the car went into the ditch.”

“They were chasing me.” His voice rose. “Don’t you try to fool me. You’re part of it.”

He was escalating. He began pacing again. She swallowed the urge to lunge after the rifle and be done with it. Sweat poured down the side of her chest, and she was cold and hot at the same time.

“Remember the next safety tip? I think one of the kids in your class said something silly and you corrected him. Do you remember?”

Lucas stopped for a moment. “He said…oh, I can’t remember what he said. He was one of them, too.”

Red sensed her team getting restless at the same time as Lucas. Things could erupt at any moment. She wished Will would whisper instructions in her ear, but he wasn’t there. It was time to act. She could drop to the ground and let Brenda get a shot. She could try to tackle him. Or…

Lucas lowered the rifle, readying it to fire. “I have to shoot you. That’s what they’re telling me.”

Instead of arguing, pleading, or reasoning, she braced herself, ready to lunge. But she was too far away. She crept forward, focusing on his face. For a second, his eyes widened as if he saw what she was doing. Just as quickly, his eyes narrowed and his lips pressed into a thin line. Time was up. His finger was poised to pull the trigger.

“Run!” she shouted, pointing behind him. “They’re after you!”

In his confusion, he turned for a second to the direction she pointed. At that moment, with the rifle turned away from her, she charged him, catching him off-balance. The rifle slipped out of his hands.

“No! No! I need to protect us!” He tried to grab it, but Red was able to kick it further away.

“Stop!” she yelled at the top of her voice. “Just stop!”

He froze, and before he reacted again, she threw herself at him, knocking him over. As he struggled to get up, she pinned him down. “No one is going to hurt you,” she gasped. “Please be still.” It was like asking a cat to behave as Lucas bucked and flailed.

Jason arrived before Lucas could throw her off. Between the two of them, they were able to get him cuffed.

Jason glared at her, tugging Lucas to a sitting position. “That was one crazy move.”

No kidding, she thought, catching her breath. She was so shaky, she had to hold her hands under the sweatshirt so the deputies didn’t see her.

I’d rather be home with my new furnace, she mumbled to herself.

Brenda approached her while she was brushing herself off and handed her a flyer. “I found this in the SUV.”

It was designed like a wanted poster with a photo of Vance’s face being unzipped to reveal a slimy, devil-like creature. In dark letters it read, “Coming Soon! The Alien Who Wants to Steal Your Soul and Your Money!”

Red stared at it. “You have got to be kidding.”
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THE FLYER


Red sat in her office, tapping out her report on the computer as the sun set over the courthouse lawn. She needed a few minutes to herself after the debrief with her team. Lucas had been transported to the hospital to have the cut on his face stitched and for medication to calm him down. He was in restraints and on his way now to a locked psychiatric unit in Duluth on an emergency hold.

With a moment to herself, the post-crisis letdown crept in. Her hands had stopped shaking, but her brain kept going over those minutes as if she could relive them and change the outcome. She knew her behavior hadn’t followed protocol, and she knew that part of the reason she’d risked getting shot was because of her brother, Lad. He and Lucas were victims of a disease that too often ended up with law enforcement intervention and bad outcomes.

When her phone rang, she stared at it for a moment, afraid something else had gone haywire today. Georgia’s name popped up.

“We hear the sheriff went full hero today.”

“My God, Georgia. The ink isn’t even dry on the report. How did you know we had an incident?”

“I don’t reveal sources to law enforcement. Anyway, the club has gathered for a report and a decent hamburger casserole. We expect you within the hour. And in case you are wavering, I’ve already spoken to your neighbor, who is taking good care of that little piece of shag carpeting who claims to be a dog.”

Red sat up straight, stretching. “Okay, as long as you aren’t trying to wrangle confidential information from me.”

Georgia laughed. “When have we ever done such a thing? As a matter of fact, we have some scuttlebutt for you.”

“Scuttlebutt, eh? Always holds up well in court.”

The moon rose in the clear evening sky as Red walked from the courthouse to Georgia’s Antiques. She took a deep breath of the evening air, damp and filled with the scents of dying leaves and newly mown grass. She stared up at the sky. The moon would be full for Vance’s arrival. Maybe he was an alien bringing on the apocalypse. Which reminded her that she needed to call Mitch tomorrow and tell him about the flyer. Was this a credible threat?

As soon as she walked into the store, she smelled the aroma of a good old-fashioned Minnesota hamburger casserole. She suspected it would have Tater Tots baked on top.

“Ah,” she walked into the back room, “food for the goddesses.”

Scotty set the hot dish on a pad. “Warning for all of you with high blood pressure. This dish has salt.”

Lou sat across the table. “You know, the salt issue is under scrutiny. All the years of instructing my patients on a low-salt diet and now the research is mixed.” She looked up at Red. “I think you earned your salt today.”

The hastily pulled-together dinner included a green salad and potato chips. “Sorry.” Georgia shook her head. “No Tater Tots.”

Scotty poured them each a glass of red wine. “Lykkins Lake Liquor’s finest merlot. Claimed it came directly from Merlot, France.”

Georgia tsked. “We’re so fortunate to have our own city sommelier.”

The wine had a slight mildew taste to it, like the grapes had suffered too much. Close to being bad but not quite there. As she took a drink, she wondered why Scotty wasn’t with her mother. Wasn’t she coming this weekend? She would have asked, but the conversation she’d had about the half brother was confidential.

After they ate and the dishes were cleared, Scotty brought out a flyer that was a duplicate of the one they’d found in the SUV. “And what is the sheriff going to do about the alien invasion?”

She passed it to Red, who couldn’t resist. “I’ll beam them up, Scotty? You know alien invasion prevention was not one of the courses in peace officer training. Where did you get this?”

“I found one at the clinic today. I’m guessing they’re all over town.” Lou picked it up. “I’m thinking this is either a high school kid using Photoshop, or an organized assault on the devil.”

Georgia studied it. “Interesting. It doesn’t really call for action. You would expect a flyer like this to be advertising a protest or gathering of some sort.”

“I heard it stirred up poor Lucas Andreason.” Scotty rubbed the nape of her neck. “I am definitely not a fan of Vance Judson, but this is close to hate mail. Did you look at the website it lists?”

Red and Jason had tried to open the website. “It doesn’t exist. Which makes me think we are looking more at a prank than a threat.” She held back a sigh of frustration. “You lured me here on the promise of scuttlebutt. What’s your story?”

Before anyone could answer, Red’s phone rang. She saw it was from Hardy Sawyer and prayed he wasn’t reporting that his father had died. “I have to take this.”

Walking out into the shop, she answered, “Sheriff Red.”

“It’s Hardy Sawyer. I wanted you to know that Dad has improved a little. They say if he continues, we might be able to get him off the breathing machine.”

“That’s good news. Thanks for keeping me updated.”

Hardy cleared his throat. “There’s something else.”

“Oh?” Red fought back a sneeze from the dust in the corner of the shop where she was standing. She chided herself for not taking the call outside.

“My wife and I stopped at Dad’s place and sorted through the mail. We found an envelope that he hadn’t opened.” Hardy hesitated. “Uh…it was anonymous. It said, ‘I know what you did. The fields were watching.’”

“Curious.”

“We wondered if it might be from a neighbor who didn’t like all the stuff on his acres.”

With the scattering of machines and appliances, she could see a neighbor worried about property values or even groundwater pollution. “Did it contain a threat of any sort?”

“No, that’s all, except it was signed, ‘the Class of ’65.’”

“Someone from his high school class sent it?”

Hardy audibly exhaled. “I just know that something happened in high school that has haunted Dad all these years. I wonder if Vance Judson coming to town for the reunion stirred things up?”

Red agreed that things were stirred up, but she didn’t say it. “Hardy, keep me posted, and if he regains consciousness, maybe we can find out how he fell.”

“Or was pushed.” Hardy ended the call.

When Red returned to the back room, Georgia was talking about Vance. “We thoroughly disliked him when I was with the Department of Health. His apartment buildings were run-down, vermin infested, and moldy. He collected rent and let them deteriorate until several of the children of tenants got so sick from the mold, they ended up in the hospital. The Star Tribune did an exposé, and instead of repairing the problem, he evicted the families and figured out a sweet deal with the city to tear the buildings down. No harm, no foul.”

“Isn’t that how people like him get rich?” Lou broke in. “Abusing the poor and using the government to make money?”

Scotty sat back, unnaturally quiet during the discussion, and occasionally glanced at Red. When she did speak, it was with a little quiver in her voice. “Um, maybe he’s done some good things, too.”

“Wait.” Georgia glared at her. “You are going to defend a billionaire slumlord?”

Scotty blushed. “I’m not defending him, but some of those rich men do good things with their money. Like Bill Gates and his foundation.”

“Pah! If he is doing anything charitable, it’s because there’s something in it for him.” Georgia’s voice was filled with emotion. Red guessed there was more to the story.

However, it suddenly felt like the air had been sucked out of the room. Time for Red to go home and test out her new furnace. “Listen, I know I will have a long day tomorrow when Beldon gets wind of this flyer and wants me to immediately arrest whoever made it. You can help me by putting feelers out on who might have done this and distributed them. I need to know if this is a real threat against our billionaire slumlord or somebody’s attempt at humor.”

“Wouldn’t put it past him to send his minions ahead with these just to get a little more publicity,” Georgia groused.

“Oh yes, before I go, you lured me here with a promise of scuttlebutt. What’s the story?”

Scotty spoke up. “There was talk at the café today about the podcaster. Lemon or Orange or something…”

“Apple,” Red corrected. “What about her?”

“Just that a few people were upset with her snooping into the hit-and-run of that kid sixty years ago. Thought it was bad for the town’s reputation. I translated it to mean, don’t dig up anything on Vance or he might not be open to putting some money back into Lykkins Lake.”

“Beldon must have been in for your veggie burger and spinach salad.”

“Yes and no. Beldon never orders anything healthy. He was talking with the guy everyone calls ‘the professor.’”

“Neil Schmidt.”

Red wondered if he had something to hide but kept her thoughts to herself. Checking her watch, she stood. “I’m going home to enjoy my new furnace. Thanks for the food, and keep your ears open. I need to find the source of that flyer before Mitch or Beldon tries to call in the National Guard to keep the alien safe.”

Outside, the air had a sharp coolness to it that foretold of the freezing weather to come in the next few months. As Red walked, she wondered why she kept thinking about the approaching winter with dread. Perhaps because several snowmobilers had fallen through the ice during her watch over the last couple of years. Or perhaps it was because October would make way for November and the beginning of the “season of the dark” with little sunshine and a lot of depressed constituents.

Her thoughts were interrupted by Scotty calling out. “Hey, Red. Slow down.”

She caught up to Red, a little out of breath. “Thanks for not saying anything about Mother and the genetic testing mess.”

“I thought she was coming today.”

“One-day reprieve. She’s staying with my aunt in Minneapolis and driving up tomorrow.”

“And are you going to have this ‘adult’ conversation with her?”

Scotty stopped walking and hugged herself. “I’ve been thinking more about it. What if she admits she had a baby with Vance? Then do I give her Charlie Poole’s information?”

Red considered the question for a moment. Feeling like an advice columnist, she answered, “Why don’t you let her decide?”

“Grrr. I was hoping you’d tell me to drop the whole thing and ghost Charlie.”

“Scotty, what’s the worst that’s going to happen? Are you afraid your mother will get angry or emotional?”

Scotty looked up at the sky, now clear of the clouds and filled with bright stars. “That’s something you don’t know about me. When I was growing up, Mother had a bit of a violent temper.”

“You mean she hit you?”

Shrugging, she peered at Red. “She never hit me. Or I should say, she never deliberately hit me. But she would lose it and throw things. It was the fear of how far she would go that left me cowering in the corner. Dad was good at calming her down, which saved me during my teen years. But without him, I keep my distance because of the lingering fear that she will go totally off.”

Red had witnessed situations where mothers were capable of great harm, too. “Are you asking me to be with you when the two of you talk?”

Scotty sighed. “I don’t know. I’m waffling.”

“Well, think it over. If things get out of control, I can show up.” Red didn’t add that one of the most difficult and dangerous parts of law enforcement was intervening in domestic violence. The last loss of a sheriff’s deputy in Minnesota was because of a drunk and high estranged husband accusing his wife of cheating on him. “Armed and crazy” was what she called those situations.

As she walked to her car, she had a hard time picturing the pretty prom queen of the class of 1965 as a raging mother. Little did a person know what happened behind closed doors.
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APPLE IS MISSING


On Sunday morning, Red and Blue woke to the purring of the furnace fan emitting enough heat that she didn’t have to dash to the bathroom and stand on an icy floor. The sun was out, and Red considered driving to the Hammergren acres and having a Sunday morning talk with Will.

All was shattered when her phone rang with a call from Billie the dispatcher. He sounded excited. “Sheriff, I just got a call from a policeman in Minneapolis. He was asking about Apple, that podcaster person. Her roommate has reported that she’s missing.”

Of course Apple would go missing BV. After Red took down the information on contacting the policeman and ending the call, she turned to Blue. “What if you and I have an attack of amnesia and forget that Billie called? We could have a nice walk in the woods with my cell phone turned off. Don’t you think that would be a good idea?”

Blue walked to his food dish, ignoring her plea.

The officer she spoke with had little information but gave her the phone number of Apple’s roommate. Before he hung up, he added, “According to our records, she’s done this before. Gone off for a week or two without letting anyone know. I’m guessing that’s what’s happened.”

Red wanted to agree, but the fact that Apple was so engaged in researching Roddy’s death told her she wasn’t likely to simply take off. Brenda was the deputy working the day shift. Red called her and asked her to follow up with the people Apple had talked with over the past few days and find out who saw her last. Several scenarios rolled through her head. Found a guy and they escaped to a cabin in the woods. Got involved with her investigation and forgot to let her roommate know she was staying in Pearsal County. Vance heard about the investigation and had one of his henchmen kidnap her. Found incriminating evidence and the killer wants her dead. The list went on until the voice in the back of her head reminded her of Occam’s razor—the simplest solution is usually the best.

What would be the simplest for the twenty-four-year-old ambitious podcaster? She got so involved she forgot to let her roommate know. As Red sat at the kitchen table drinking her coffee, she wondered why this didn’t feel right. Perhaps all the pieces swirling around the reunion.

“Blue, I’ve decided to blame it on the rich guy. Okay?” She finished her coffee and dialed the roommate named Cam. To her surprise, Cam was male. Boyfriend, maybe?

She introduced herself, and it seemed like it was his turn to be surprised by her gender. “I’m sorry, I think of a sheriff as being male.”

She didn’t reply but noted the deepness of his voice. He did not sound like a twenty-four-year-old. “Can you fill me in on your concerns about Apple?”

“Like, why I’m worried?”

“That would help.”

“The truth is that I know little about her. We found each other online. She was looking for a producer for her podcast, and I needed a place to stay.” He cleared his throat. “A messy break-up on my part.”

“Maybe her family knows where she’s gone?”

“She never told me about family. I looked through her things when she didn’t come back on Friday. I found contact information for her parents. They live in South Dakota.” He stopped for emphasis. “The thing is that we had an appointment yesterday to meet with some people who might be interested in sponsoring the podcast. It was a big deal.”

“Did you talk with the parents?”

“Yeah, and they didn’t seem very concerned. Said she floats in and out of their lives.”

Cam told her Apple had taken her car when she came to Lykkins Lake and it was still gone. “She was really excited about this cold-case mystery thing. She said she was sure that Vance Judson was involved in the death of a classmate.”

“Did she sound afraid? Like she might be in danger?”

He hesitated. “I don’t think the word was ‘afraid,’ but she did say she’d found something or someone of interest. She mentioned something about luck, I think.”

“The boy that died back in 1965 was part of a group who called themselves the Luckies. Did she say anything about that?”

“She was kind of tight-lipped about the whole thing. She told me she hoped to interview Vance when he was in town. Other than that, I can’t tell you much.” He paused, and she heard him swallow. “And normally I wouldn’t have contacted the police, except when she missed the meeting, we lost out on a sponsorship that could have been big.”

Cam was unable to provide further information. He didn’t know about other friends or if she had a boyfriend. “Our relationship was business, if you know what I mean. I was her producer, and she was focused on her podcast. She wasn’t particularly social and rarely went out.”

When she ended the call, Red rubbed her temples, fighting off a headache. Apple’s arrival in town last week had been the beginning of a cascade of incidents that didn’t fit together.

“Remember Occam,” she said out loud. “Simple. Please be simple.”

Red called Brenda. “I’m going to stop at Neil Schmidt’s in Haasken Township. Apple talked with him. Let me know if you find anything else out.”

Before driving to the professor’s neat rambler, Red put on her favorite Van Morrison CD and headed up to the Hammergren acres with Blue. Sometimes listening to the music that Will loved helped her mind to relax and wander. Her thoughts turned from Apple and Vance and the dead teenager to Lad. She pictured him as the skinny kid who often wore socks that didn’t match and who could become so focused on something that he totally shut the world out. Would they have discovered his mental illness earlier if they had admitted that his behavior was strange? Her father always said, “Oh, Lad, he’s fine. He just marches to his own drummer.” Red felt an ache as she remembered the last time she’d seen him. He was in the back seat of a car being taken to a “Boy’s Ranch.” The expression as he stared out the window was similar to the expression on Lucas’s face—fear and confusion and anger.

Blue sat next to her in the car with his ears perked. “I’m struggling, old pup.” She felt the ache in the back of her throat as Van Morrison sang about Tupelo honey. A collage of the people she’d lost swept through her brain. Turning into the Hammergren woods, she fought back the tears that were on the edge of spilling over.

“Damn it! This is not the time to be an emotional wreck.”

The walk in the woods helped smooth away the sadness. Blue happily chased a chipmunk into the underbrush and emerged with burrs and tiny sticks stuck to his fur. She reached down and picked him up. “Thanks, you little furball. I guess before I can do any more sheriffing, I’m going to have to get you untangled.”

Later in the morning, with Blue brushed and settled on the recliner, she changed into her sheriff outfit—as she called it—brown slacks and a white shirt. Time to interview the professor once again.
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WHAT THE PROFESSOR KNEW


Neil was outside raking up leaves when Red arrived. The air was filled with the sunny warmth of Indian summer. Red wished she was spending the afternoon in her yard getting it ready for the months ahead. Of course, over the past several years, she’d never had time for the yard and hired it out. Another missed Americana moment in her life.

He propped the rake against a birch tree and walked to her car. “Sheriff. I heard you were out this way yesterday afternoon. That poor kid. Did everything work out?”

Red sidestepped his question. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

“Ah yes. Indian summer. Usually comes in late October or early November. There’s some thought it was named for the Indian tribes who used the last few days of warmth to prepare for the winter.” He pointed to the cornfield across the road. “Emily Dickinson wrote a poem about it. ‘There is a June when corn is cut.’ I always liked that image.”

Neil appeared to be in full professor mode. She wondered if this was a fallback when he was in uncomfortable situations. She nodded but said nothing.

“I wonder how many Indian summers we have left before it’s all Indian summer. Climate change is already here. In the last ten years, the average temperature has gone up a whole degree. Throws the ecology and the weather into turmoil.”

Red gave him a tight smile and gestured to his house. “If you don’t mind, I’m wondering if I could ask you a few more questions.”

Neil slipped off his leather gloves. “Sure. Come in and have coffee. I made it fresh this morning. My mother was a child of the Great Depression. She never threw away brewed coffee. She put it in a thermos and saved it for the next day. I think we’ve lost some of those conserving values.”

Red remembered her grandmother saving coffee grounds, too. Grandma would have been appalled at the cost of a cup of coffee today. “I understand you are a professor of economics. Must be interesting looking at the various generations.”

“Ah yes, I am a post-war baby boomer. Really one generation away from the Great Depression. I’ve taught Gen X, Gen Y, and Gen Z. They’re all different and all the same.”

“Oh?”

“Money is important to them. Not that they want to work hard, but they want what I call ‘things.’ Gadgets, smartphones, video games. In my day we wanted music and beer.” He laughed. “As you can see, it’s a good thing I retired. I believe the students were getting to me. In fact, I know they were getting to me.” He patted his chest. “Had to have a pacemaker installed. I blame it on the students trying to get by with essays written by AI.”

Red nodded, hoping he wouldn’t go into lecture mode about artificial intelligence.

Neil poured two mugs of coffee and handed one to her as she sat at his kitchen table. The room was spotless, not even a dish on the counter.

“Okay, Sheriff, what can I do for you?”

“I’m wondering if you can tell me about your meeting with Apple Taylor, the podcaster.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Is something wrong?”

“She hasn’t come home for a couple of days, and her roommate is worried. She told me she spoke with you.”

He tilted his head back for a moment before replying. “Reminds me of my days as a professor. Students would go missing, and it turned out they were having a romantic weekend and didn’t want their parents or friends to know. I don’t recall one instance that involved criminal activity. I suppose the roommate thinks she’s been abducted. Statistically that’s not a sound supposition.”

He was avoiding an answer to her question. She rested her arms on the table. “Did she indicate that anything was wrong or bothering her?” Not the best phrasing, but she realized Neil’s response had thrown her off. His voice had a note of anger.

“She came with her recorder and asked questions about the night Roddy died. I told her the same thing I told you. I was drunk and passed out. I don’t remember much.”

“Did she ask anything else?”

A little smile crossed his lips. “She asked about Roddy. Wanted to know what he was all about. Like I told you, he was a good kid and a genius with electronics. That bar up north had a jukebox, and sometimes people got rough with it—you know, shaking it and trying to get their money back. Roddy kept it fixed.” He drew little circles on the table with his finger as he spoke. “Sometimes when his dad wasn’t around, he’d fix it so we could play songs for free. That was back when the Beatles first came on the scene. Great music in those days…” He closed his eyes for a moment.

Red’s shoulders tensed with his switch from an academic voice to a dreamy tone. Will always said she was good at reading people, but she couldn’t read the professor.

“Did she ask about the jukebox?” Red thought about the handwritten message on the invitation.

Neil rubbed the back of his neck. “I told her how Roddy could fix that machine and how much he loved it. I often wondered if it was the way the machine worked or if it was the music. Have you ever paid attention to how it selects the records, puts them on the turntable, and plays them? It’s like poetry.”

Again, he had that dreamy tone. This wasn’t giving Red information that might be helpful in locating Apple. She tried a different question. “I understand you were all friends with Vance Judson. Did she ask about him?”

The dreamy voice changed as he crossed his legs and quickly uncrossed them. “She wanted to know if he knew Roddy. Not a surprise. I’m guessing she wouldn’t be digging into the past like this if Vance weren’t a billionaire. I told her, good luck getting to talk with him.”

“I was under the impression that you were friends with him. I was told you consulted with him years ago and advised him on some of his investments.”

Neil’s eyes narrowed, and one hand curled into a fist. “That was pure bullshit. I think one of Vance’s PR people wanted to show him as a wise investor who was working with a professor of economics. My name must have come up. Vance and I haven’t talked since high school.” When he set his coffee down, the mug nearly tipped over.

It was clear to Red that this conversation wasn’t going to help her find the podcaster. She took a final drink of coffee and pushed her chair back. “Thanks for the coffee and the information. I promise the next time I see a jukebox, I will pay attention to how it works.”

Neil’s expression went from a scowl to a grin. “How about I show you one now? Roddy’s little brother, Connie, is a whiz like Roddy was. I found an old Wurlitzer years ago at an auction. He restored it for me. Come to think of it, you might want to talk with Connie. I remember the girl was planning to see him after talking with me.”

He stood up and beckoned Red to the basement stairs.

The professor’s basement was paneled in a dark wood, and the lighting transformed it into the interior of a bar. To the right of the stairs was a bar with two wooden stools. Behind the bar was a mirror and a lineup of liquor bottles next to several bowling trophies. An old neon sign for Pabst Blue Ribbon beer sat on a shelf. On the wall was a chalkboard listing daily specials. To the right of the bar and jukebox was a wooden table and chairs.

Neil strode to the jukebox and flipped a switch. The lights came on with a whirring sound. “As you can see, it’s a beauty. Wurlitzer 1600 model. Made in 1954. Plays both forty-fives and seventy-eights, but I use only forty-fives. Note how the records are stacked on top of each other. Wurlitzer changed the design of the model a couple of years later so that the records are sitting on their edges in a carousel. That way they could get more records in the machine. The change was because of more competition.”

“I’m impressed. Did George help you find some of the forty-fives in there?”

Neil raised his eyebrows in surprise. “No. Why do you ask?”

“He had a box of them in his shop where he fell.”

Neil shook his head. “Poor Geo. He was one of the victims of the fog of war. He came back from Vietnam damaged. I haven’t seen him in years, but I’m told he suffered from PTSD. Except back in the day, we called it shell shock.”

The professor had put a lot of effort into replicating a fifties bar in this basement. To Red, the work was detailed, nostalgic, and yet disquieting.

“Come on over and pick out a song. You need to hear how good the sound quality is. Connie was a genius at the restoration. Don’t know how he did it.”

Red scanned the menu on the jukebox and wasn’t sure what to pick. Most of the records were from Neil’s era, not hers. She finally chose “Blowin’ in the Wind” by Peter, Paul and Mary. She was about to punch the button by the selection when Neil stopped her.

“Wait, let me do it. Connie did a great job fixing my Wurlitzer, but it still has a short in it somewhere. Sometimes you can get a jolt. I need to get him back to look it over. Roddy would have had it taken care of in a minute.” He pushed the red button and watched with gleaming eyes as the machine picked out the record and brought it to the turntable. “Note how quiet it is when it’s working.” He spoke as if the machine was human.

When the song came on, the sound was crisp and melodic. “It’s impressive.” Red watched the record turn.

“He’s a beauty.” Neil nodded. “I call him Roddy, after my friend.”

As Red listened to the music and observed the room, she was reminded of the photo of the Luckies. They’d been sitting at a table similar to the one here with a jukebox in the background. She wondered if Neil was trying to replicate the place they hung out at.

“Is this like the old Jukebox Alley up north?”

Neil appeared to be absorbed in the music and looked at her with a startled expression. “That place burned.” Even in the bar-like dimness of the basement, she could see the anger on his face.

When the song was over, she excused herself. “I need to make a couple more stops.”

Neil walked her to the car. “You should talk with Connie. I know the girl said he was on her list. I wasn’t much help for her. I think she was looking for more drama.”

Red had to agree with him. Apple was looking for drama, not nostalgia.

As Red started her car, she gazed at the red rambler and thought about the unusual bar in its basement. It certainly was unexpected. She wondered if there would be other surprises uncovered here and elsewhere before the reunion.
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CONNIE THOMPSON


Red called Brenda and reported her visit to the professor. “Apple did interview him, but he had little to share. I got the impression she was looking for a way to get to Vance.”

Brenda replied, “I talked with Gary Swenson, the one they used to call Hoss. He didn’t have much to say either. He doesn’t look good, so I only stayed for a few minutes.”

“Check with Cuttery’s and see if anyone has spotted her car. It’s a blue Kia Sportage.” She read off the license plate number from her notes. “I’m going to check on Connie Thompson. He was on her list.”

Connie lived on the east side of Lykkins Lake in a nondescript two-story white clapboard house. Next to the house was a pole building about the size of a three-car garage. A pickup truck was parked near the door of the pole building.

The day continued with its Indian summer warmth heating up to over seventy degrees. Red took off her jacket and left it in the car before walking to the door of the building. Inside, country music blared.

The door was unlocked. Red knocked as she let herself in. The shop reminded her of an organized and clean version of George’s shop. Tools hung over a workbench, and several appliances with tags on them sat on the open floor. Shelves were lined with plastic containers and labeled.

Connie was bent over the workbench. When Red called out, he didn’t respond. She raised her voice, and he turned to her, startled. “What?” He searched around for the radio and turned it off. “What?” he repeated.

Red was acquainted with Connie because he’d been a county commissioner for several years when she was a deputy under Will. He was part of the old-boy network but also open to a few new ideas. Red found him to be prickly, but usually reasonable.

“Hi, Connie. Wondering if I can ask you a few questions.”

He pressed his lips together in a tight line. “That damn young woman. Right?”

“Is there a place we can sit?”

He motioned to the door. “Got some chairs in the shade. Let’s go there.”

An oak tree still laden with leaves protected them from the sun as they faced the gentle waves of the lake. This side of the lake was less reedy than Red’s and had a little sandy beach. She suspected he’d hauled the sand in years ago, and it had mostly eroded away.

“Just a few questions for you about Apple Taylor, the podcaster.”

He grunted as he sat down. “Nosy, that woman. What kind of trouble is she in?”

“Her roommate reported her missing, and I’m checking around to see if anyone has seen her.”

Connie scratched his head before speaking. “She stopped here on Thursday. I remember exactly when she showed up because I was about to take my car down to the dealership and get a new muffler. Put a hole in the old one on one of those damn township roads that they’re too cheap to grade before winter sets in.”

“Did you talk to her?”

“Briefly. As soon as she brought out that recorder, I told her to stop. I wasn’t going to say anything about Roddy that the rest of the world could hear. Not fair to him. Bad enough the way people treated him when he was alive. My God, he was just a kid.”

A leaf drifted down from the tree and landed in Red’s lap. She picked it up and let it waft to the ground. “What did she want to know?”

“She was full of herself. Said she’d done research and that she didn’t think Roddy’s death was an accident.” He turned to Red, his lips set in a grim line. “Of course it wasn’t an accident. I could tell you that. But I wasn’t about to give her anything. Roddy wouldn’t have wanted it.”

“Can you tell me why you think his death wasn’t an accident?”

Connie pushed himself up like he was going to leave, then sat down again with a long sigh. “I was there that night.”

“When Roddy died?”

“He was my big brother. I followed him around wherever he went. Dad was too busy with the bar to pay much attention to me, but Roddy did. He taught me all about electronics.”

A car sped by on the county road, its motor roaring. Connie watched it go. “Damn Buckleys, they tear around here like they own the county.”

Red waited a few moments before prompting him. “You said his death wasn’t an accident?”

Connie leaned over and spit into the grass. “Those guys, they called themselves the Luckies. They used my brother. No doubt about it. He’d do anything for them because he wanted friends.”

Red considered carefully how to formulate her next question. She didn’t want to scare Connie off. She simply repeated his last sentence. “He’d do anything for them?”

“I saw it. How they talked him into taking the liquor from behind the bar when Dad was in the kitchen with the fryer. I saw him give the bottle to that tall guy, the one they called Timbo. Or maybe it was Hoss. I can’t remember.”

Red wished she had the photo of the Luckies and Bernice to show to Connie so he could name all the kids. “Tell me about Hoss.”

“Hoss was Gary Swenson. I hear he’s got the cancer and isn’t doing too well. Never liked him, but I don’t wish that on anyone.”

Red reached down and picked up an acorn and idly tossed it toward a squirrel that stared at them from the edge of the lawn. “You were saying?”

“That night, they all went back outside behind the bar. There were some trees back there, and behind the trees was a field with rows of dead cornstalks from the year before. I think the guy who farmed those acres had died, and no one tended the field.” His voice shook. “Do you know what hate feels like?”

Red tensed, wondering what he would say next. “Connie, I’m not sure where this is going.”

He picked up a fallen leaf and ripped at it until there was nothing left but the stem. “My brother wasn’t dumb or retarded or anything like that. He was hard of hearing, for God’s sake. Did those boys care? I watched. They didn’t know I was there, but I watched as they drank and had him drink and laughed at him. I don’t remember what exactly happened when they were drinking, but I’m sure they got him drunk and that’s why he died.” He winced. “It was a long time ago. Memories get hazy.”

Red was so surprised by his vehemence that she had to pull herself back to the task at hand.

“Is this what you told Apple?”

Connie peered at her as if he’d forgotten she was there. “Hell no. I told her I didn’t know anything, and she should investigate something else.”

“Did she seem nervous or afraid in any way?”

“Fidgety. Especially when I told her to put that recorder away.”

Red let silence build before talking again. Voices of a couple of canoeists echoed off the lake. The water was so calm, it had a glassy appearance. The little niggling in her head told her to ask more about Roddy. She wanted to tell it to go away. It wasn’t her investigation—except it was if it related to Apple’s disappearance or to George’s fall.

She kept an even tone. “Connie, Apple told me she was looking into a cold case of murder. Did anyone ever ask you about Roddy’s death?”

His face reddened, and his voice intensified. “They said it was a drunken accident. Why the hell didn’t you people investigate?” With a grunt, he stood up.

Red fought the urge to defend Rollie Hammergren. To tell him that Rollie’s hands were tied because Roddy was found in a different county. But this was not the way to handle the situation. She also stood. “From the little I know about your brother’s death, your family deserved better.”

“Damn right! But it won’t bring him back, and it won’t help Dad. He was never the same after Roddy died. Gave up. Didn’t care anymore. I dream about sending those boys, those Luckies, to hell. And maybe I will.”

A car pulled into the driveway. Red watched as a large woman about the same age as Connie got out and lumbered toward them. “What are you doing here?” She glared at Red. “Bad enough that bleached woman comes bothering my boy and my Connie. What do you want?”

Red held her hands up, palms out. “I’m looking for Apple Taylor, the podcaster. Connie said she stopped here.”

Connie stepped between his wife and Red. “Now, Judy, the sheriff was asking a few questions, that’s all.” His tone was soft, like he was trying to settle a barking dog.

This was Red’s opportunity to leave and try to sort out everything she’d heard today. Before she turned to go, she said she’d seen the professor’s jukebox. “He said you worked on it.”

“A beauty. Roddy would have loved it.”

She thanked them and wished herself away. Maybe to another county, country, or planet. Indian summer was turning out to be a very odd time.
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THE BODY


By Tuesday, Indian summer had disappeared into a drizzly, cold day. Red sat at her desk with notes about Apple and a growing apprehension that something bad had happened to the girl. On Sunday, she had still been operating on the assumption that Apple had simply taken a break without telling Cam. Two days later, though, no one had heard from her.

On the other matter of the flyer, she was surprised that Mitch was not more concerned. She expected he would demand she go full force on finding who made it and distributed it. When she mentioned this to Jason, he shrugged his shoulders. “You know, it’s possible Vance made them up himself. He likes the publicity.”

“Who could be so crass?”

“Just saying.”

As if Mother Nature was aligned with the bad elements, the day worsened when she received a call from Brenda, who was patrolling the northern part of the county. “Sheriff, I have a car in the parking lot of Kitty’s. It’s got Florida plates, and the driver’s door is open. No one is around. Doesn’t seem right.”

No one would leave the door open on a drizzly day like today even if they were making a brief stop. “Did you check around the area?”

“Yes. It appears the back door of the bar was broken into. No one inside, though.”

A sense of dread tightened her chest. “Jason and I will head up your way. Did you run the plates?”

“It’s a rental. Dispatch is checking out the company and who rented it.”

The drizzle muted the final colors of autumn leaving the countryside in a cloak of gray. Jason drove with the lights flashing. “Could be someone in distress.”

Red did not reply as she thought about her visit last week to the abandoned Kitty’s. It was located on a lonely corner and an unlikely spot for someone to stop unless they were having trouble.

When they reached the bar, Brenda met them by the open door of the car. “The rental company says it was leased to a Tim Watson of Naples, Florida.”

Red’s sense of dread deepened. “He’s one of the high school friends of Vance Judson. We need to find him.” George Sawyer was unconscious in the ICU, and Gary Swenson was dying. That left Neil, Vance, and possibly Scotty’s mother. She ticked off the names in her head as her jaw tightened.

She directed Brenda to search behind the building while she and Jason checked out the inside of Kitty’s. The back door that led through the kitchen had been jimmied open.

“Someone really wanted to get into this place.” She pointed to the splintered doorjamb.

Red flipped the light switch by the door, hoping the electricity had been left on. Nothing happened. She and Jason pointed their flashlights around the kitchen. It was empty except for shelves and countertops. All the appliances had been taken out. It smelled of rancid oil and mildew. Red’s eyes started watering immediately.

“We’ll probably end up with some kind of lung fungus if we stay too long in here.”

They made their way to the main room. It too had been stripped. The bar was gone along with the moose head and all the furniture. As Red studied the layout, however, it reminded her of the professor’s basement. Perhaps that was because most bars were set up in the same way.

Jason pointed to the hardwood floor. “Looks like the dust has been disturbed.”

Red sneezed. “Sorry, I must be allergic to whatever is growing in here.” The place felt damp, and she noted mold inching up the wall by the covered-up front window.

“I don’t see evidence of anyone here now.”

Jason did a quick check of the restrooms. “Geez, they even took the toilets. I wonder if the place was stripped by the owners or if someone came in the middle of the night?”

“Not on our crime log. I’m guessing the owners took everything they thought they could sell.”

“Toilets?”

She shrugged. “Let’s get out of here. The place is clogging my sinuses.”

Outside, the drizzle had stopped, replaced by fog. Red called to Brenda, “Find anything?”

“Maybe.”

Jason followed Red to the area of trees behind the bar. The grass was tall but dying down for the winter. Brenda pointed to a path of tamped-down weeds. “I haven’t followed it yet.”

Red surveyed the area, remembering the report from sixty years ago about high school boys having a party in the field in back. The path led to a short strip of field just beyond the trees. County Line Road was beyond the field. The place where Roddy had been found was just over that road into Dickson County.

Her stomach churned as she stepped down the weedy path out of the trees and onto the soggy field. Her feet sank in the muddy tilled soil. It felt like the earth and the field were trying to hold her back—as if they knew something and wanted her to stay away.

Pushing forward, she reached the ditch, Jason and Brenda following behind. She stopped and held up her hand. “Wait.” It began to drizzle again as she pointed her flashlight through the gray fog. The light reflected off the back of an athletic shoe. The body was prone with arms out as if in surrender. Rain pooled on the leather jacket. Red knew without having to check that this person had passed on to the next world.

“We have a body,” she called back to them. “Stay where you are while I check it out.”

Red moved forward carefully, hoping not to muddy up the scene. To make sure she was dealing with a corpse, she quickly checked for a carotid pulse. The skin was cold like the raw wind that rippled the dead weeds in the ditch. The back of his head, with the silver hair, was clotted with blood. With her flashlight, she saw the deep gash. Like George Sawyer?

This investigation would belong to Pearsal County, and she vowed to do it right.
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WALTZ


The drizzle turned to rain as Red made the call to the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension. Maynard Waltz was the head investigator for the region. They’d worked together on a previous case, and Red trusted his crime scene knowledge and his skill. It took two tries to connect with him because of the spotty cell service in the north part of the county. While she waited to talk with Waltz, she instructed Jason and Brenda to bring a tarp from the cruiser and cover the body. She didn’t know if Waltz would approve, but she couldn’t in good conscience leave the body to the rain and the elements while waiting for his team.

Her deputies returned to the other cruiser while Red thought through the next steps. She asked the dispatcher to work with Dickson County to see if they could find the old file on Roddy Thompson. The setting, the person—this was no coincidence.

When Waltz answered, his voice was hoarse. He coughed before speaking. “Sorry, Red. I’m fighting off a cold. What’s up?”

She filled him in as briefly as possible. “Male body in the ditch just on this side of the county line. Looks like he has a head wound. I didn’t touch him except to check for a pulse. I suspect the last time he had one was at least twelve hours ago.” She hesitated. “But I’m no expert.”

“Do you know who he is?”

“A car was abandoned in the parking lot of Kitty’s Bar. It was a rental leased to Tim Watson, seventy-eight years old, of Naples, Florida. I’m guessing we have Tim under a tarp to keep the rain off him.” She wanted him to know about the tarp up front.

Waltz coughed again. “Be about an hour. Don’t touch anything.”

“Yessir.”

“You county sheriffs can be a real pain.”

“So can state investigators. Get here as quickly as you can before the crowds arrive.”

Waiting for Waltz, she reviewed in her head what she knew about Tim Watson. According to Mrs. Jenkens, he was nicknamed Timbo, and her husband, the math teacher, said he wasn’t trustworthy. She googled him on her phone and found several articles about a Timothy Watson of Naples indicted for Medicare and Medicaid fraud in Florida. Before she could dig deeper, the cell service cut out.

“Doesn’t look like you have been an upstanding citizen,” she said to her phone as the bars disappeared.

Of the Luckies, Vance was rich, Timbo was indicted, Geo was in the ICU, Gary was dying, and Neil appeared to be okay. She would have to talk with Waltz about a possible pattern. If so, Neil and Vance might be in danger.

As soon as that thought flew through her head, she pictured the photo with the boys and the young Bernice. Would she also be in danger? She made a quick call to Scotty. The call went to voicemail. “Scotty, it’s Red. Could you call me when you have a minute?”

Waltz arrived with his crew before Scotty called back. He wore a mask and walked as if his back hurt. She thought she saw a gauntness to his face. He still looked fit, however. It was hard to tell with the mask, but she wondered if something was going on either with work or family. Or perhaps the grayness of the day had contributed to her imagination.

“Well, Red, we meet again. I’d shake your hand, but I don’t want to pass on a case of Ebola or whatever it is I have. You really should stop discovering bodies. I prefer to sit in my warm, dry office than to aggravate my cold here in the northland.”

At least he still had his light touch.

His crew quickly set up a tent over the body and lighting to get a better picture of the area. Red apologized for contaminating the scene with her footprints. “I didn’t know we’d find a body at the end of the trail.” She pointed at the trampled grass. “Usually all we find in the ditch are discarded beer cans and crumpled-up potato chip bags.” And a few used condoms.

She stood with Waltz as he examined the body. Under the lights, she saw that the leather bomber jacket he wore had a pricey look to it.

Before he touched the body, Waltz commented, “These are not cheap shoes he’s wearing. I’m guessing the gentleman had money.” He reached in the back pocket of the man’s slacks and carefully extracted a billfold. “Timothy Watson of Naples, Florida. Several credit cards and a lot of cash.” He dropped the wallet into an evidence bag. Next, he carefully and gently went through the pockets in the leather jacket and found a set of car keys and a hotel key card for the Golden Deer Hotel and Casino. The casino was about thirty miles north of Kitty’s Bar.

“Might have been on his way back to the hotel.” He slipped the key into an evidence bag.

“And he stopped at an abandoned bar? Got out of his car and left the door open?” Red did not believe this was a case where Occam’s razor made sense.

“We’ll process the scene and get our gentleman back to St. Paul for an autopsy. You know the drill.”

With the arrival of Waltz’s team, Kitty’s abandoned bar became a hub of activity in the wet afternoon. Brenda parked her squad car with its lights flashing to block the driveway to the parking lot. Once the crime scene was taped off, part of his team processed the rental car while the other part of the team, including Waltz, worked on the area around the body. The high-intensity lights used where the body was found cast an artificial, unnatural glow in the gray mist.

Red watched the activity with a sense of dismay. This death had happened on her watch, and until Waltz had finished the preliminary investigation, she had to quell the urgency that ate at her. Still, she knew to stay out of Waltz’s way.

When her phone rang, she didn’t bother to look at the caller ID. She answered in a terse tone, “Sheriff Hammergren.”

“Wow, Red, you sound like a real law enforcement type. It’s Scotty. What’s going on? You left me a voicemail.”

Red couldn’t reveal Tim’s name or the circumstances until he had been positively identified and the family notified. She searched for the right words. Before she could speak, Scotty interrupted. “By the way you are hesitating, I’m getting worried. The café is abuzz about something going on at Kitty’s Bar. Is this what you’re calling about? Is it one of my staff?”

Scotty often hired people no one else would employ. Sometimes she helped turn them around, and sometimes they went on to mess up their lives again.

“Sorry, just getting things sorted here. I can’t give you any details except we’ve found a body behind the bar. And…uh…I just need to know that your mother is all right.”

“My mother? What?”

“I wish I could tell you more.”

Scotty exhaled loudly enough that Red heard it on the phone. “Mother is comfortably settled in an easy chair at home with a gin and tonic and her old high school yearbook. I talked with her about ten minutes ago, and she complained about the weather. I’m sure she’s fine. What is this about?”

“I’ll let you know as soon as I can. Keep an eye on her, please. This reunion is turning into a holy mess.”

Waltz knocked on the car window, and Red ended the call. She motioned for him to sit in the passenger seat.

“We’re packing things up. It’s too wet right now to give the scene the best once-over. Your gentleman is headed for the coroner’s and an autopsy.” Water dripped off the baseball cap he wore. “What do you know about this situation?”

Red told him about the Luckies and the reunion. “Vance Judson had a gang who used to come here often. I suspect that old Jalmer Thompson, the owner, sold them liquor under the table.”

“And our man in the ditch was part of that gang?”

“Yes. But there’s more.”

Waltz grinned. “You’re sounding like a television-ad huckster. If you order now, get a free set of fingerprints.” He laughed, and the laughing turned into coughing.

“You sound like you need a steamer and some Vicks VapoRub.”

“Vicks, ugh. Only use it for ripe bodies.” He wiped his eyes. “Sorry to interrupt. What more do you have?”

“A sixty-year-old unsolved case that I suspect is linked somehow.”

Waltz’s eyes widened. “Boy, you guys know how to have fun up here in the boonies. Tell me more.”

Red filled him in on the death of Roddy Thompson, the poor investigation, and the little she had gleaned from the records she found. “The Luckies were partying behind the bar the night Roddy was hit by a car. Except I’m beginning to suspect that something happened before he ended up in the ditch across County Line Road—something that was either covered up or never investigated.”

“And all of this is coming to light as our least favorite billionaire plans to return for the reunion.”

“And there’s more.”

“Really? A new set of steak knives to go with the fingerprints?”

Red squeezed her eyes shut, and when she opened them, she saw spots. “A young woman who does a cold case podcast arrived last week and started asking questions. She’s been reported as missing. Near as we can figure, the last person she talked with was Roddy’s younger brother, Connie. I think Connie must have been about ten when his brother died.”

Waltz turned his head away and sneezed. “Sorry. That’s nothing to sneeze at, I guess. You have a missing podcaster and a dead Lucky?”

Red raised her finger. “And another Lucky who’s in the ICU in Duluth with a head injury.”

Not to mention Lucas Andreason in a locked psychiatric unit and Mitch Rafferty haunting her. She kept those thoughts to herself.

One of Waltz’s crew tapped on the window. They were leaving with the van and the body.

“It appears my ride awaits. Before I go, however, one more thing—the door on the driver’s side of the car was left open. Any thoughts on that?”

Red closed her eyes for a moment, picturing her approach to the parking lot after Brenda’s call. “Wild guess? Whoever did this wanted to make sure the body was found. A car in the lot might not get as much attention as a car with the door open.”

“Good thought.” Waltz slipped out of the car. “How about if we reconvene tomorrow morning in your office. I’d like to look at the old investigation—assuming I’m still alive. My nights have been marathons of coughing, hacking, and generally feeling like shit.”

“Well, if you don’t want Vicks, my mother also used hot tea with honey and lemon.”

“Send your mom to my house.”

“If she shows up, you know you’re delirious and being treated by a ghost.”

He waved as he walked away. Red smiled to herself. She liked having Waltz around, except that he only showed up when there was a dead body. Wouldn’t it be nice to have a beer and talk about movies instead of corpses?

She sent Jason with the hotel key to the Golden Deer. Hopefully he’d find Tim’s wife enjoying the casino and spa right now. She pictured a ditzy young woman with blond hair and a model’s figure.

“Come on, Red. Stop with the stereotypes. Just because they called him Timbo in high school and he wears expensive clothes doesn’t mean he’s a player.” She spoke under her breath. Still, just a glimpse of the clothes he had on told her he wasn’t from Lykkins Lake anymore.

Before she drove back to town, she took one more walk through the abandoned bar. Before stepping in, she slipped on paper shoe covers even though she doubted the crime had taken place inside the bar.

Without Jason by her side, the barroom seemed even emptier. The flashlight illuminated a floor with a layer of dust and dirt. Broken patches of wallboard indicated things had been taken off the walls without concern about damage. Contents from a black plastic garbage bag spilled onto the floor. Red brushed her foot through the cans, bottles, and discarded Styrofoam containers. None of it looked fresh.

She turned the flashlight to where the jukebox had been in the old photo of the Luckies. The jukebox had been removed, leaving behind a distinctive outline on the flooring. There were no wear marks or stains on the floor where it had stood. In the illumination of the flashlight, she spotted a folded piece of paper

When she stooped to retrieve it, the building rattled as a semi barreled down the highway. Yet, the inside of the bar was eerily quiet. She imagined the thump of the jukebox and the youthful laughter of the kids at the table. The long-dead noises of a busy bar surrounded her.

What had happened the night that Roddy died? What had the jukebox played? Had the kids danced?

Her reverie was interrupted when Brenda walked in through the kitchen. “Sheriff? Dispatch says they can’t locate the old file you asked for.”

Red picked up the piece of paper. It was a note written on a scrap torn from a WEBC Fabulous Forty Survey, a list of the top forty records for the last week in May 1965.

The ink had faded and leached into the paper, causing the words to blur. The cursive had a loopy quality to it, and the I’s were dotted with hearts.

Meet me in the field. Let’s have some fun!!!

As she stared at the paper, she once again heard the long-dead beat of the bass from the jukebox.
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MITCH’S DEMANDS


By the time Red walked in the door of her house, it was after midnight. She was tired and hungry and wanted nothing more than a glass of wine. The note, the body, and the abandoned bar all haunted her. What were the connections?

Blue greeted her with enthusiasm, not even complaining about being alone all day. “Pup, I apologize. You’re up after your bedtime, and I’m not ready to join you under the covers. It’s been a lousy day.”

Blue licked her face as if he understood.

Once she poured her wine, she sat with Blue on her lap and let the events of the day wash over her. Timbo Watson, no longer of this earth, was not much of a family man. The coroner’s office in St. Paul used their expertise and finally located an ex-wife who provided them with the name of his only son. He was notified, and Red was waiting for a call back from him to get more information. The coroner’s assistant told her the son was apparently estranged from his father. This would not be a fun conversation.

Jason had found little of interest in the hotel room at the Golden Deer. Tim had checked in alone yesterday morning, and no one remembered seeing him either in the hotel or the casino. Red suspected he would have been noticeable with the leather jacket and a head of silver-white hair.

More than everything else, the note chafed at her. Was it significant? Why was it there after all these years? Who wrote it? Or was she overthinking it? Many of the songs on the list were familiar to her, partly because they were from her mother’s era. It brought back an ache for the loss of her quirky, vibrant mother to the Alzheimer’s that had gradually shrunk her brain.

“Enough,” Red declared, finishing her wine.

Tomorrow, she planned to talk with Scotty’s mother. Maybe she could shed a light on it. She and Blue finally crawled into bed at 1:30 a.m. She fell into an uneasy sleep filled with dreams of trying to travel somewhere and not having her ticket. Georgia would have told her the dream was indicative of her inner sense of not being prepared. But who could be prepared for a death like Tim Watson’s and the arrival of a multibillionaire?

The morning dawned gray and rainy once again. Good for keeping protesters away. Bad for trying to process a crime scene. Waltz called at eight. He sounded worse than yesterday.

“Think I’ll break down and see a doctor,” he wheezed. “Might have a touch of pneumonia.”

“Sorry I had to drag you out yesterday.”

“If I die, I’ll make sure to haunt you.” He chuckled, and it turned into coughing.

“You need to go to urgent care before you end up in the hospital. I’m sure your minions can handle things.”

The coughing on the other end of the line subsided, and he cleared his throat. “Taking you up on it. Just wanted to let you know our positive ID on your guy came from fingerprints in the system.”

“Not surprised.”

“Looks like he got into a little trouble with the feds over Medicaid fraud down in Florida, the hotbed of retired people and criminals. Oh yes, and thanks for sending me a copy of the report from sixty years ago. Pretty sketchy.”

After several calls to Dickson County, including a threat from Waltz, they were able to come up with the original investigation file on Roddy. Red now had a copy. She was appalled at how little the file contained.

“Let me know if something jumps out at you. And get thee to a doctor.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Before Red could finish her coffee, Scotty called. In the background was a steady hum of voices and the clinking of plates and silverware in the café. “You have to tell me what’s going on. The Town Talk is buzzing so hard I can’t hear the orders.”

“Scotty, I need to speak with your mother. When is she available?”

Scotty sighed audibly. “Oh, Mother. Well, she’s currently sleeping in. Seems she drank up most of my gin before I could wrestle the bottle away from her. How about lunchtime? Here at the center of the universe.”

Red preferred to talk with Bernice in the office but realized she might be more forthcoming in a casual environment. “Sounds like a plan. Forewarned, I’m going to order a cheeseburger, and I want the burger to be more beef than mashed chickpeas.”

She called a staff meeting for ten, which gave her time to write up her report on the discovery of the body. She opted not to include finding the note because it didn’t quite fit in the current crime.

At 9:30, Mitch stormed into her office without knocking. One look at him, and her shoulders tensed. His face was red, and his eyes were almost bulging. He leaned over her desk so close that she smelled the tang of his aftershave.

“Why didn’t you tell me about Tim Watson? I’m supposed to ensure Vance’s safety, and one of his classmates is found dead?”

“Step back, please, before we go any further.” Her voice was firm and controlled, and a piece of her wanted to punch him in his newly shaven face. Probably not a good idea.

Mitch blinked before backing up. “Well, I have a right⁠—”

“Sit!” She motioned to the chair in front of her desk. Once he sat down, she deliberately took time sorting papers on her desk. Alpha female against alpha male. She thoroughly disliked confrontations like this.

Once she had the papers in a neat pile, she narrowed her eyes as she peered at him. “Let’s start over. Good morning, Mitch. How can I help you?”

The anger seemed to drain from his face as he sputtered, “I need to be in on whatever is going on.”

She clasped her hands and rested them on the desk. “I respect that you are trying to do your job. However, as a trained law enforcement officer, you know we have protocols. When I’m at liberty to release information, you will be the first I contact.”

“But…”

She raised her hand to stop him. “We have just finished getting a positive ID on the victim and have notified the family. I can now officially let you know that it was Timothy Watson of Naples, Florida.”

He growled, “I knew that last night.”

“But we didn’t know for sure. Now that you’re here, however, maybe you can help us.” As the old adage went, if you want a friend, let him do you a favor.

Mitch looked surprised. “Ah, what do you need?”

“You’re working for Vance. I have no official reason to question him about Mr. Watson’s death, yet. Perhaps you can find out if he has any background information. He might know what the victim was involved in.” She tried a tone that said, We’re in this together.

Mitch wasn’t buying it. “My boss has no knowledge of Timbo’s business or life. My job is to make sure Mr. Judson is safe and this isn’t some kind of serial killing.”

Serial killing? How quickly the rumors fly. Red was more interested in Mitch using the name Timbo. She guessed Mitch had already spoken with Vance. “I think we have the same goal. Is Vance concerned about his safety?”

Mitch sighed loudly, like he thought Red was an idiot. “Of course he’s concerned. He gets threats all the time.”

Red leaned forward. “Has he been threatened about this visit?”

He cracked his knuckles. “He’s worried about a pattern. First his friend Geo, and now Timbo. Maybe he’s next.”

Red nodded. “Interesting. Does he have a reason for concern—like something in his past with the other men?”

“If you’re thinking about that stupid podcaster and her murder theories, you are way off base.”

“Mitch, I’m simply asking the questions. I promise you I will let you know what I can as the investigation proceeds. Do you know anything about the whereabouts of Apple Taylor? She has been reported as missing.”

Mitch scratched the back of his neck. “Ah, no. When?”

“She was last seen last week. Perhaps you talked with her?”

His jaw tightened. “She asked me if I could set up an interview with Vance. I told her to take her podcast and shove it. The boss has better things to do than get interviewed by an amateur reporter hell-bent on turning an accident that happened sixty years ago into some kind of a conspiracy.”

“Harsh words for the young woman.”

Mitch looked down at his lap and said quietly, “Okay, maybe I didn’t use those words exactly. But she got the message. I have no idea what happened to her.”

He scratched the back of his neck again. In poker, the gesture might have been considered a tell. Red wasn’t sure if he was bluffing, lying, or telling the truth.

She glanced up at the clock in her office. Time to gather the troops for a briefing. “Mitch, I have a meeting, but as I said, I will keep you in the loop. And if you hear anything, please let me know.”

Mitch grunted as he stood. Red watched him walk out and thought again that he wasn’t a bad person, but he wasn’t all that smart either. And she wondered if he was lying about Apple. She continued to be thankful he’d quit as a deputy as soon as she had been named acting sheriff after Will died.

By the time she was done briefing her staff and issuing a statement for the press, it was 12:30. She hurried through the drizzle that cast a pall over Lykkins Lake to the Town Talk. When she opened the door, the normal buzz of voices stopped as people looked at her.

She greeted a few of the people and found her way to the table near the kitchen. A woman with silver-gray hair shaped in a pageboy style with straight bangs sat with a coffee cup in front of her. She appeared to be an older version of Scotty, without the Earth-mother vibe. She had dark circles under her eyes and a paleness under her tanned face.

Red sat down across from her. “You must be Bernice. You look just like your daughter.”

Bernice scowled. “And you must be that female sheriff Scotty is always talking about. I hear you found one of my classmates. I never liked Timbo that much.”

The vehemence in her voice startled Red.
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THE NOTE


Scotty hurried over carrying a tray with eggs, orange juice, and toast for Bernice. When she set it down, Bernice muttered, “The eggs are runny. Take them back.”

Red expected Scotty to sigh and remove the plate. Instead, she put her hands on her hips and spoke in a firm voice. “The eggs are fine, and you’re just crabby because you have a hangover. Eat and finish the juice. You need your vitamin C.” She looked at Red. “And one cheeseburger, hold the hummus, coming up.”

Bernice picked at the eggs with a sour expression. “She’s always been sassy.”

Red tried to start out with a neutral topic, hoping eventually to get to her dislike of Tim Watson. “I imagine things look different around here since you last visited.”

“I always get depressed when I come back. Why Scotty decided to stay, I’ll never understand.” Her eyes narrowed. “But you don’t want to talk about my impressions of the town, do you? Like everyone else, you want to know all about Vance Judson.”

Red’s hamburger arrived before she could reply. Scotty set it down and slipped into the empty chair by her mother. “Are you two getting along?”

“No.” For the first time, Red detected a bit of humor in the older woman. “She wants to talk about how things have changed in sixty years. Boring.”

Red smiled. “As you can see, we’ve established détente.”

“All right, Mom, be nice. If you aren’t, I’ll have Red arrest you and put you in the jail with all the drunks and drug addicts.”

“Humph. They’d probably be more fun than you.”

Red raised her eyebrows. “Of course, we’ll have to delouse you first.”

A slight smile crossed Bernice’s lips before she took another dainty bite of the eggs. She wiped her mouth with a napkin. “Before you arrest me, what is it you want to know?”

Red started with the present rather than the past. “Do you have any idea why someone would hurt Tim Watson?”

Bernice took a sip of coffee, made a face, and stirred cream in it. “Bad eggs and bad coffee.” She furrowed her brow. “I have lots of ideas about who might want to hurt him. Mainly the people he scammed out of their savings.” Her voice rose. “He was more of a criminal than that beast we have in the White House.” She nodded for emphasis.

“Wow, Mom, I had you pegged as a Republican.”

“I am a Republican. He’s not.”

Red raised her hand. “Not to get off topic, but do you know of anyone locally who might have had problems with Mr. Watson?”

“You mean from the past?”

Red stayed silent, letting her think about it.

“He stole Kent Jordan’s girlfriend. She was a ditz. Come to think of it, he stole several girlfriends. I’d say Kent might have it in for him, except he was killed in Vietnam.” She peered directly at Red. “Timbo was full of himself, and for some reason, girls in my class liked him. I thought he was a jerk, and I wasn’t interested.” For a moment, a troubled look crossed her face. She dabbed her mouth with a napkin, and it was gone.

“I understand you were part of a group called the Luckies.”

Bernice tilted her head up and closed her eyes. “The Luckies were all guys. I hung around with them sometimes.” Again, a hint of a troubled expression.

Red sensed that she wasn’t telling the whole story. “Would any of them want to hurt Tim now?” she probed.

The bell over the door jingled as several people walked in, including Beldon Rafferty. He was speaking loudly about all the preparations for the reunion. One of the customers called out, “I hear we’ll have one less at the table. What do you think about that?”

Beldon spied Red and pointed to her. “Talk to the sheriff. She’s in charge.”

Red exhaled, straightened her shoulders, and stood up. The room quieted. With a smile she did not feel, she walked over to Beldon and held out her hand. “Nice to see you here.” It was clear he didn’t know what to do but recovered enough to shake her hand.

“For those of you who are wondering, one of the alums visiting for the reunion was found dead yesterday up by Kitty’s Bar. We are pursuing several lines of inquiry, and I will keep the public posted as the investigation proceeds.” She looked at Beldon. “Meanwhile, Beldon and the city officials are doing a superb job of welcoming those coming back.”

Scotty grinned at her when she walked back to the table. “Our sheriff could be a politician.”

Red tried not to show her irritation both at Beldon for calling her out and for losing the track of her conversation with Bernice.

Bernice touched her daughter’s arm. “Scotty, dear. I think I’m done. I would like to go back to your house and take a little nap. I’m meeting with old friends later this afternoon.”

“Before you go, I have something to show you. Maybe you can help me figure out who wrote this.” Red took out her phone with the photo of the note she’d picked up at the abandoned bar. “It’s faded and hard to read.”

Bernice reached for her glasses and slipped them on. Her mouth dropped open, and she gasped. “Where did you find this?” The color drained from her face.

“Up at Kitty’s Bar yesterday after we found Mr. Watson.”

Bernice continued to stare at the photo. She rubbed her eyes and said, “I…I don’t know.” She closed her eyes for a few moments before speaking to Scotty. “Honey, I think I’m getting a migraine. I’d better go before it gets worse.”

Scotty stared at her mother with a concerned expression. “I can’t leave quite yet. My helper hasn’t learned the cash register. Perhaps Red can take you back?”

“No problem.” Red noted the troubled look on Bernice’s face.

Bernice pushed herself up from the chair, wobbling a little. “Okay.” She seemed diminished, standing there.

“I’ll go get my car. Why don’t you sit again?”

Maybe in the car, away from the crowd, Red could extract a little more out of her about the note. Clearly, she knew something.

By the time Red pulled up in front of the café, Bernice was standing outside, smoking a cigarette. She put it out before sliding into the front seat of the car.

They drove in silence the six blocks to Scotty’s little bungalow. The yard was filled with leaves from an old oak tree, and the flowerpots on the porch contained dead plants. Scotty wasn’t known as a meticulous landscaper, but she did have a huge garden in the back.

Bernice stared at the house. “Needs a good cleaning and a coat of paint. The house reminds me of Scotty’s room when she was a teenager—chaos.”

Red parked but did not open the car door. “Tell me about the note.”

Bernice fiddled with the purse on her lap, opening the clasp and closing it again. “It took me by surprise. That’s all. After so many years.”

“You wrote it?”

“I wrote a lot of notes back then. That’s what girls did.” She pulled a handkerchief out of her purse and dabbed at her lips. A little smear of red lipstick stayed on the white cotton. “I don’t understand why you need to know about it.”

Red had to admit she didn’t either, other than that gut telling her it was important. She thought for a minute. “I wondered if it had anything to do with Tim Watson or the other boys from back then.”

Bernice stiffened. “I’m old. How would I remember such a thing?”

“You’re also evasive. I have a feeling this is part of a story…”

“That’s none of your business,” she snapped.

Red waited a count of three before speaking again. “Well, at least tell me about the Luckies and the night Roddy was killed.”

She let out a long sigh. “We were drinking. Roddy stole liquor from the bar, and we went behind the building to the field to drink it. Geo or Hoss, I think, started a bonfire. It was just senior fun—you know—get drunk and act silly.”

“But Roddy ended up dead. What happened?”

Bernice stared out the window. “I remember it was warm that night. A beautiful late spring evening with the stars out. Roddy was so sweet. Just like a little puppy dog.” Her voice softened. “I think he had a crush on me.”

“The report I read said he got drunk and wandered onto the highway. Is that what you think happened?” Red recalled the questions that Apple was asking. Was this a murder or simply a drunken misadventure?

Bernice shook her head. “I don’t know. I kind of passed out. Woke up in the back seat of a car, sick to my stomach. I don’t remember much.”

“Was Vance part of the group?”

“Vance was always part of the group. The Luckies didn’t go anywhere or do anything without him.” She paused, biting back anger. “He was the leader of the pack.”

None of this was giving Red information she didn’t already know. “You said earlier that you didn’t have any idea why someone would murder Tim Watson. Do you have any idea why someone would hurt George Sawyer?”

Red expected Bernice to be surprised. Instead of replying, she unbuckled her seat belt. “I need to get inside and lie down before my headache turns into a migraine. You’ll have to excuse me.”

“Are you planning to see Vance before the reunion?”

She turned, glaring at Red. “That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? Getting the dirt on Vance. You thought you could get to him through me.” She straightened her shoulders. “I don’t have an in with him. Haven’t even spoken to him since the day we graduated from high school.” She raised her voice. “He’s no friend of mine!” With that, she jerked open the door and marched to the house.

Red watched the display. She needed to talk with Scotty to get her sense of what was going on with her mother. “Methinks she protests too much, to probably misquote Shakespeare.”

As if to answer her whispered words, a group of crows cackled loudly as they flew in and out of the oak in front of Scotty’s.

Driving back to the courthouse, she went over the discussion with Bernice. What stuck out to her was Bernice’s denial of knowing what happened to Roddy. She’d used almost the exact same words as Neil the professor.

Before she could analyze it more, her phone rang.

“Sheriff, this is Sherry from the hospital. I wonder if I could talk with you about Gary Swenson.”

“Is he all right?” Red pictured the dying man. Not a surprise if he ended up in the hospital.

“He’s dead.”
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FORGIVENESS


Red found Sherry in a small conference room off the main lobby. She was in her scrubs and sitting next to a woman in a bright flowered smock.

“Sheriff, this is Angie. She’s the aide who has been seeing Gary Swenson at home.”

Angie fidgeted, clasping and unclasping her hands. “I don’t know if I should be here, but Sherry is my cousin, and she said I should talk with you.”

Red smiled at her. “I’m interested in what you have to tell me.”

First, Sherry filled her in briefly on how Gary was brought into the emergency room close to dying. “There wasn’t much we could do. His cancer was so advanced, but he was restless and agitated, so we gave him morphine and Ativan.”

Red had her notebook out. “Okay.”

“Well, here’s the thing, and Angie can tell you more. When she let herself into his apartment, he was in bed and having trouble breathing.”

Red turned to Angie. “Sounds like it was scary.”

“He…when he had those spells where he had a hard time getting his breath, he took a little morphine, and it helped. The nurses who visited Gary kept his meds well stocked; I could always find a TB syringe with morphine if it was needed. Except, this time I couldn’t find any.” She closed her eyes for a moment and then took a deep breath. “And his oxygen wasn’t on. He wore it all the time.”

Red could relate because she’d dealt with Will when he was straining to breathe. “You mean he didn’t have the cannula in his nose?” She pictured the gaunt, dying man she’d visited a few days ago.

Angie’s eyes widened. “No, he had the cannula, but the concentrator had been turned off. Like someone didn’t want him to have it or something.”

“What did you do?”

“I called 911 and turned the oxygen back on. It seemed like it took them forever to get to his place.” Her eyes filled with tears. “He was a nice old man, and he was suffering. When they finally came, he held my hand, and I rode with him to the hospital.” She dabbed at her eyes.

Sherry turned to Angie. “Tell us what you said about the ambulance ride.”

Red wondered where this was going. Was this a complaint about the first responders?

“He looked at me and whispered, ‘Forgive me, forgive me. We killed him.’” Angie took a shuddering gulp of air.

Red frowned. “Did he say anything else?”

Angie shook her head, her lips quivering. “I told Sherry about it when we got to the hospital. Like maybe he needed a minister or something.”

“I called our on-call chaplain, but by the time he arrived, Gary was gone.” Sherry fought to keep a tremor out of her voice. “Too late for forgiveness, I guess.”

A wave of sadness washed over Red as she pictured the fragile man asking for forgiveness. She couldn’t remember if Will had asked the same as he died.

Sherry continued, “I thought about it all shift and had this feeling that something wasn’t right.”

Red waited.

The nurse twisted the watch on her wrist. “It’s just that I’ve seen a lot of people die over the years, but he seemed so distressed. It could have been what we call ‘premorbid anxiety.’ Kind of the last rantings. But Angie was so shaken that I couldn’t let it go.”

“Did anything else strike either of you?”

Angie looked down at her lap, remaining silent. When Sherry answered, her tone was thoughtful. “Yes. I think so. When they brought him in, he was clutching a piece of paper. It looked like a letter or invitation or something. The only time he roused was when I tried to take it from him.”

Red remembered the reunion invitation with the neat printing. “Do you have it?”

“We put all his belongings in a bag and gave it to the funeral home. I don’t think the family has come yet. They live out of town.”

Red thanked Sherry and Angie for their concern. “I appreciate that you called me. If you think of anything else, let me know.”

As she stood, Angie looked up at her with wide eyes. “Do you think someone was trying to hurt him? I mean, the oxygen and the morphine and all?”

Red put her notebook in her pocket. “I’ll certainly look into it.”

Back in her car, she leaned back and rested her eyes. None of this was adding up except that now two of the Luckies were dead just before the reunion, and one was in a coma. Timbo was murdered. Hoss was possibly murdered or possibly died from his disease. Geo was possibly assaulted or possibly the victim of an accident.

She let out a long sigh and drove to Larsen-Nord Funeral Home to see if Ryan, the undertaker, had the paper Gary clutched with his last breath.

Ryan sat at his desk in the office with his laptop open. He wore a long-sleeved blue shirt and a loosened tie. Red greeted him. “I’m sorry to interrupt you. Must be working on something important.”

“Wordle. Can’t seem to get it today, and I don’t want to mess up my winning streak.”

“Business is slow?”

Ryan laughed. “You know, slow business is a good thing for a sheriff but not so good for an undertaker.” He closed the laptop. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m looking for a piece of paper that Gary Swenson might have had on him at the hospital.”

“Ah, Gary. My dad said they used to call him Hoss because he was so big. Nasty thing, that cancer.”

Red relied on Ryan to keep her informed if he had suspicions about a death. Significant bruising or something that could indicate abuse. “Did you notice anything unusual about him?”

Ryan stared at his desk for a moment. “All right, I know this is going to sound woo-woo, but his expression seemed almost tortured. I can’t explain it, but I suspect it wasn’t a good death.”

“Please don’t tell me you think he was poisoned or something like that.”

“No. If you want to take a look…”

Red had already seen Tim Watson and wasn’t interested in viewing another body. “That’s okay.”

Ryan stood, and Red couldn’t help but remember the skinny kid she used to babysit. He was fully grown, losing his hair, and had two kids of his own.

“Let me see what the hospital sent over. Have a seat. In fact, I’ll pull up the Wordle and maybe you can do it.”

Red shook her head. “Wordle is not my strong suit. I’ll let you struggle through it.”

For a moment, being in this office with its quiet colors and muted landscape paintings on the wall brought back the memories of when Will died. Even though by the time he died, Red had accepted it and didn’t want him to suffer, she remembered feeling emptied. As if someone had sucked the essence out of her. She remembered how she couldn’t shake those last moments when Will’s breathing changed, and she knew his life was ebbing away.

Her throat tightened, and her eyes filled with tears. “Damn, girl,” she whispered, “pull yourself together. It’s been four years.”

Ryan returned while she was blowing her nose. “Hope our sheriff isn’t getting sick before the big town hoopla.”

“Huh. Hoopla, you say?”

“Even my wife is talking about the arrival of Vance Judson. She thinks it’s a scam.”

Ryan’s wife was also a mortician and a partner in the business. Ryan had once confessed to Red that she was much better with the business end. “I always hated bothering the bereaved about the practical matters, like the cost of the casket. She has a way of getting at it without seeming aggressive.”

“Why does she think it’s a scam?”

“First, she says that Beldon and the boys are kidding themselves if they think Vance is going to leave behind a pile of money for the town. Second, her dad knew Vance back in high school and said Vance only did things for Vance.”

“Interesting. I’ve wondered why after all these years he’s showing up now.”

Ryan shrugged. “Good question. My wife thinks Vance has an ulterior motive. She read that he’s planning to launch a run for governor and wants the world to see him as a small-town boy.”

Red thought about the Luckies and saw nothing but old men. “Kind of old for that, don’t you think?”

Grinning, Ryan held up his hand. “Is our sheriff suffering from ageism?”

“You’re the second person who’s accused me of that. I suppose you’ll use it against me in the next election since the voting public here in Pearsal County is one of the oldest in the state.”

“I’ll keep it to myself if you promise to fix the next parking ticket I get on my hearse.”

Red chuckled, glancing at her watch. “Nice having this chat, but can I see what Gary had with him at the hospital?”

She examined the contents of a plastic bag that included the medications the first responders had taken to the hospital. “I don’t see either liquid morphine or any inhalers. Just like the aide said.”

The only other item was the piece of paper. It was the invitation he’d shown her when she’d visited a couple of days ago. She read the careful writing, hoping it might tell her something. The problem was that she didn’t know what she was looking for. She handed the paper to Ryan. “Any thoughts on this?”

He read it out loud. “Remember the jukebox and the agreement.” Shaking his head, he handed it back. “If it’s something about a jukebox, the person to talk with is Connie Thompson. I know he’s collected a few of them.”

The thought of facing Connie Thompson’s wife again sent a shiver down Red’s back. Unless she had a concrete reason to talk with him, she’d file this piece of information away.

She took a photo of the invitation before leaving. As she walked out the door, Ryan spoke. His expression had turned from light and friendly to serious. “I know that it was this time of the year that Will died. Take care.”

She nodded with a grim smile. No time for grief until AV, After Vance.
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OLD REPORTS


Red called Jason from the car and filled him in on the death. “I want you to go over to Lakeside Apartments and talk with the caretaker to see if anyone visited him today. Also, see if he’ll let you in the apartment. We’re looking for liquid morphine and inhalers.”

She drove home to let Blue out and have some quiet “think” time. She felt overwhelmed with information that went nowhere. Time to check in with Waltz and run a few things by him—assuming he wasn’t in the hospital with pneumonia.

Red eased into the recliner, and Blue immediately jumped up and settled on her lap. Raindrops snaked down the window to the patio as the drizzle of the day continued. She tapped in Waltz’s number, half expecting it to go to voicemail.

“Hello?” the voice of an old man croaked.

“Waltz?”

“The same, only closer to death. Let me take a sip of tea and maybe get my voice back.”

While she waited, she ticked off a long list of things to either do or see to. Tim Watson was the first priority, followed by the missing podcaster, followed by the other two Luckies. No room in her agenda for the hailstorm surrounding Vance’s visit. Let Mitch take care of it.

When Waltz came back, he sounded better although hoarse. He told her that yes, he had a mild case of pneumonia. No, he didn’t need to be in the hospital, and yes, he was following doctor’s orders.

Red was skeptical. “And those orders?”

“Rest, plenty of fluids, and so on and so forth.” He covered the phone to cough.

“I am sorry to disturb you, but I am nowhere with our body in the ditch. No one claims to have talked with him, and no one in town claims to have a grudge against him, unless you go back sixty years to high school. Even his son, who didn’t like him much, couldn’t imagine why anyone would bash him in the head.”

Waltz was silent for a moment. “Well, someone did indeed bash him in the back of the head. The coroner is ruling it a homicide since she couldn’t figure out any way he could take a bat to himself and do that kind of damage.”

“Baseball bat?”

“Or something similar to it.”

Red groaned. “Too many coincidences that all point to the damned class reunion here in town.” She told him about Gary “Hoss” Swenson. “It seems to me that if you have a close group of friends like that in high school and you come to the reunion sixty years later and two are suddenly dead and the other is in a coma, something isn’t adding up.”

Waltz started to laugh, and it turned into a coughing fit. “Wait,” he gasped. “I’ll be back.”

Once again, Waltz put the phone down. Red heard a tea kettle whistling. Waltz came back on the line. “Tea with lemon and honey.”

“My mother would have been proud of you.”

A spoon clinked against ceramic as Waltz spoke. “You gave me a copy of the old file on a boy named Roddy Thompson. I found something curious. Back sixty years ago, forensic science wasn’t what it is today. They did a cursory autopsy on the boy, noting multiple bruising, and they concluded it was consistent with a hit-and-run.”

“I read it. A rudimentary examination at best.”

“Yes, I agree. However…” Waltz sipped his tea. “The examiner did note a head injury to the back of the head. Speculated it happened from the impact.”

Red sat up straighter. Blue gazed up at her and resettled on her lap. “Wait, are you saying the injury could be similar to Tim Watson’s?”

“And possibly to George Sawyer’s.”

Red closed her eyes to visualize the notes in Roddy’s file. It did not contain photos, and it said little about the injury to the head. “Waltz, could we be going down a rabbit hole with this?”

Waltz sighed. “I hear you, but I found it curious. How does the impact of a car cause an injury to the back of the head and yet not break bones?”

Already Red was thinking about who would have had first-hand knowledge of that death other than the Luckies. Nothing came to mind until she remembered Rollie Hammergren’s pile of legal pads. Maybe he wrote something down—a name, a question—anything that might point her in the direction away from a rabbit hole. Tonight she would sift through them once again and see if he had more information.

Waltz started wheezing, and Red hastily thanked him and told him to go to bed. “Stay away from the files for the time being, and concentrate on getting better.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She set the phone on the arm of the chair, leaned back, and drifted into a light sleep filled with jumbled images. The one that woke her was the flyer with Vance as the devil. She needed to talk with him and wondered how she could get through his guards to ask him about the Luckies.

It was late afternoon before Red returned to her office. The drizzle had let up but left a bone-chilling damp cold. She huddled with a cup of stale coffee and read Jason’s report from his visit to Lakeside Apartments. The only visitor noted in the log had been Connie Thompson. Connie was the contracted repair person for the oxygen concentrator.

When Jason called Connie, he had admitted to being at the apartment but said he had the concentrator going within fifteen minutes, and when he left, Gary was comfortable. And no, he didn’t know anything about the medications.

Before deciding she had no more energy to work in the office, she called the applicant for the deputy position and set up an appointment after the reunion. She’d go home to her dog, a glass of wine, and the box of Rollie’s notes. She phoned to check in with Cam, Apple’s roommate, to see if he’d heard from her.

“No, I haven’t. But one of her friends stopped by and said Apple disappeared once before in college. The school and workload got to be too much, and she took off in her car and drove to California without telling anyone.” He sighed. “I guess it might be a pattern, but we lost out on getting that sponsor when she didn’t show.”

Red wasn’t convinced that Apple was headed to California for a break. She feared the young woman might have uncovered something that either rattled the wrong people or scared her into hiding.

Her next call was to Hardy Sawyer to check on his father. Hardy said his dad was “holding his own.” She opted not to ask what that meant.

Back home, she ate a broccoli-pasta-and-cheese microwave dinner and poured a glass of wine. In the living room, she settled on the worn area rug with the box of Rollie’s notebooks and pulled them out one by one as she had done before. Maybe she’d missed something.

Blue jumped onto the recliner and watched her from his place of luxury. She pointed a finger at him. “At least you could show support by joining me on the floor.”

Blue apparently wasn’t interested in supporting the sheriff. He lowered his head and closed his eyes.

She pulled out a pile of the pads and quickly scanned them. The scanty notes were intriguing, like they were clues to something bigger. She found herself wondering what happened after notes like, “Dog shot, neighbor not home.” “Sheriff’s auction at Olsen’s sad to see family.” They reminded her that her job encompassed so much more than finding out who bashed Tim Watson in the head. As she thought this, though, she was reminded of the gravity of the situation. A man was dead because someone took his life, and she was in the middle of the mix.

“Need more wine.” She pushed herself up. “I think I’ll need to be on antidepressants if I keep this up.”

With her glass refreshed, she tackled the notebooks again. Occasionally she found a date, but the books had been thrown into the box in a haphazard manner. Halfway through, with her wineglass emptied, she had several stacks on the floor with guesses as to the years.

“Blue, old pup, I think this is a waste. These need to go to the shredder and be out of our lives.”

She reached in and took one last legal pad before tossing them all back in the box. It immediately caught her attention because the notes were longer and with less simple phrases.

“Found in ditch off Highway 25. Dickson sheriff not happy with questions,” she read aloud. “Boys interviewed. Drunk? No one saw him?”

She reread the words and sat for a moment in silence.

“Blue, I think I’ve found what I was looking for. Not sure if it’s helpful.”

Blue opened his eyes, yawned, and jumped down from the recliner. He walked over to Red, licked her face, and sat next to her.

“If this is about Roddy, I don’t think Rollie was convinced that the death was an accident. He must have been frustrated with the Dickson County sheriff.” Red understood the obligation to Roddy. He was a resident of Pearsal County and under Rollie’s watch. She stroked Blue’s soft fur. “I get it. I wonder if there was bad blood between the sheriffs?”

Red had never been a fan of the currently indicted Dickson County sheriff, either. If she recalled correctly, he was the nephew of the sheriff who’d investigated the death sixty years ago. He struck her as both entitled and dumb. She had silently applauded last year when the charges against him became public.

“Will always said a sheriff was elected to serve the public. I don’t think that guy cared much about his constituents. He cared about making money.”

She flipped through the pages that had notes with initials rather than names. The initials that stuck out were VJ. Vance Judson? Unfortunately, Rollie hadn’t written down anything more.

The notebook ended with a cryptic phrase: Roddy = The Jukebox.

“What?” Quickly she took out her phone and scrolled to the photo she’d taken of the invitation found with Gary. It said, “Remember the jukebox and the agreement.”

Was Roddy Thompson called “the jukebox”?

As she dug for another notebook, hoping to find more about “the jukebox,” Brenda called. “Sheriff, I’m up at Kitty’s Bar. I found someone looking around. Do you want me to bring him in?”

“Who is it?”

“His name is Neil Schmidt. Claims you know him.”

What was he doing at Kitty’s abandoned bar after dark? For a moment, she was tempted to have her let him go with a promise to see Red in the morning. But with Rollie’s note, Red needed to find out about the jukebox and Roddy. She knew she wouldn’t sleep until she talked with him. “Bring him to my office. I need to have a chat with him.”

She pushed herself up. “Sorry, old pup. You’ll need to find your own way to bed. I have a professor to interrogate.”
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THE JUKEBOX


Red offered Neil coffee. It was stale and heated in the microwave. He declined. Sitting on her turf in the empty courthouse, she was struck by how much older he seemed than when she’d met him at his house.

She took a drink of the bad coffee and set it down. “Can you tell me again why you were at Kitty’s? As my deputy told you, it’s still considered a crime scene.”

He pushed his hand through his hair, his cheeks reddened. “I wasn’t thinking. I was coming back from the Golden Deer and had a sudden notion that I wanted to see the place again.” He took in a sharp breath. “I haven’t been back since Roddy died. Honestly, I don’t know what came over me.”

Brenda had reported that she hadn’t detected any sign of alcohol and Neil had been profusely apologetic.

“When my deputy found you, she said it looked like you were coming out of the back door of the building. Is that correct?”

He stared at his lap and nodded. “I wanted to look inside to see if it was like it used to be.” His voice sounded sad. “There’s nothing left. I couldn’t believe that the place had been stripped.”

After sixty years, a fire, and a bankruptcy? Really? But Red stayed silent.

He continued with his hangdog expression. “Am I in trouble? Under arrest or anything?”

Red let him off the hook, at least a little. “I could write you up for trespassing, but it’s late, and I’m guessing you’d like to get home.”

Neil’s face brightened. “So, I’m not in trouble?”

“I have a few questions for you, and then you can go.” The clock in her office was just turning 9:00, and she guessed Neil, in his late seventies, probably wanted to go to bed.

“I’m happy to help.”

Something about the eagerness of his tone didn’t resonate with Red, but she realized she was tired and had had a glass and a half of wine. She let it go.

“Can you think of a reason why someone would want to kill Tim Watson? You knew him from high school. Did you have more recent contact with him?”

Neil frowned. “I know he was in a lot of legal trouble. It’s possible it followed him from Florida.”

“But did you have any recent contact with him?”

“I was on the reunion committee, so I helped send the notices and invitations. But I didn’t talk with him. Honestly, the last time I spoke with him must have been around high school graduation. The truth is, we were friends but not close friends. We ran with the same crowd.”

“The Luckies?”

“I was what you might call a hanger-on. Those guys were the popular crowd, you know? Geo, Hoss, Timbo, and Vance. Roddy and I were both kind of on the sidelines.”

“How about Vance? Do you know if he was close to Tim?”

Neil shook his head. “As far as I know, Vance cut ties with all the Luckies after Roddy died. His father insisted.”

Red raised her eyebrows. “Tell me more.”

Neil leaned forward with a hint of this-is-between-you-and-me to his voice. “Vance’s father was big into politics. I think he might have been a legislator at one time. From what I heard, he was friends with the sheriff in Dickson County. The sheriff ruled right away that Roddy’s death was an unfortunate accident. They never caught the driver, and I heard they didn’t look very hard. It was as if Roddy wasn’t worthy of a decent investigation, and Vance Senior didn’t want his son’s name in the papers.”

Red thought about Connie and how the death still haunted him. A teenager had died, and nothing was done to find out why. “Do you think the sheriff was influenced by Vance’s father?”

Neil backtracked. “Sorry, speculation on my part. Vance’s father was not a nice man. I think he was hard on Vance and Vance’s mother.”

Red rested her hands on the desk. “I’m sure you are aware that three of your high school friends won’t be attending the reunion and they were all at the bar when Roddy died. I am being frank with you that I worry Tim’s death and George’s accident could be related and could be connected to something going back all those years. You might be in danger.”

She expected him to wave it off, but he blinked hard before responding in a quiet voice. “It’s crossed my mind, of course. Although Hoss was very sick, so his passing wasn’t a surprise. But…” He let the words hang.

She waited as silence filled the room. He turned his head and stared out the window. Outside, a streetlight cast a foggy glow on the courthouse lawn. “I’ve thought hard about this. I think you should talk with either Vance or Connie Thompson. Vance never said where he was when Roddy died.” He paused. “And Connie was there, too.”

She stayed silent.

“He helped around the kitchen and bussed dishes. People weren’t as worried about child labor back then, and he was a member of the family. I’m sure he was there, because he was always hanging around with Roddy. I’ve wondered all these years if he saw something.”

She recalled her conversation with Connie under the oak tree. He’d told her he was there and watched everyone get drunk. She took a moment to imagine what ten-year-old Connie must have thought as he witnessed his beloved brother getting drunk.

“Neil, what happened that night?”

He rubbed his eyes before taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly. “I don’t know, except Roddy got us booze from the bar and we had a little bonfire in the field behind the place. I drank too much and the world was spinning, and next thing I know, I was heaving in the bushes. I woke up in the back seat of my car—my parents’ car—and drove home.” His mouth formed a grim line. “Boy, were they mad. Drunk, driving, and out after curfew. I didn’t know about Roddy until the next day.”

“Was Bernice with you?”

He stiffened. “What? Bernice? No. I mean, yes, she was there that night, but she wasn’t with me.” He clasped his hands and unclasped them. “You have to understand that she was the ‘it’ girl and I was the nerd, like Roddy. She wouldn’t hang around me.” He turned to look out the window again, moving his lips but saying nothing. When he turned back, he spoke slowly. “Roddy was a sweetheart. Nice to everyone. He wanted people to like him, but he was odd. Didn’t always have the best people skills.” His voice dropped off, and Red noticed how his eyes teared up. “I really liked him.”

Thoughts were racing through Red’s mind. Did Vance have something to do with what happened to Roddy? Or did Connie see something and was looking for revenge? She stretched her arms over her head, realizing how tired she was. She needed to sleep on this. She suspected Neil wasn’t telling her the whole story.

Red was about to dismiss Neil when she remembered Rollie’s notes. “One last question. Do you know what the phrase ‘Roddy equals the jukebox’ means?”

The color drained from Neil’s face. “Ah…well, maybe. Vance used to call him the Jukebox because he was always fiddling with it.”

“Interesting.” Red sat back for a moment, picturing the boy with the ears that stuck out and Neil’s jukebox. She took a deep breath before speaking. “If I have other questions, I will give you a call.”

She watched him leave, a little slumped and a little wobbly. What was he not telling her? On her way out, she dumped her coffee and waved to the dispatcher. He was busy working on a crossword puzzle. It reminded her of the days when she was the night dispatcher before going to peace officer training and becoming a deputy. Sometimes it was a fight to stay awake, and sometimes the night sped by. She had a love-hate relationship with the job. In part it was boring, and in part it was scary, waiting for that one emergency call where her skills would make a difference. She had enormous respect for all the 911 operators.

Currently she had a good crew of dispatchers, and she hoped they would stay healthy and happy and not have any more babies.

At home, she slipped into bed, her mind spinning. The note on George’s and Gary’s invitations said, “Remember the jukebox and the agreement.” Was it referring to Roddy, and if so, was it a threat? And what was the agreement? She needed to call Scotty in the morning and set up another meeting with Bernice. Had she also gotten a message like that?

All this time, she’d assumed the odd things happening were a threat to Vance. What if Vance was the threat to his Luckies? What if Roddy’s death was something he wanted to cover up?

Blue snuggled next to her with a sigh. At least he didn’t have to worry about the class of 1965.
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BERNICE


Red sat at her desk, hating to be cooped up inside as rain pelted at the windows. The reunion banquet was two days away. At least the weather was not conducive to a large outdoor protest gathering.

Rereading the coroner’s report, she noted that Tim was clearly intoxicated at the time of death. Other toxicology tests were pending. The blow to the back of the head was enough to render him unconscious but probably was not the cause of his death. Tim was not in good physical condition, including an enlarged heart and a failing liver. The blow to the head, the chronic conditions, and exposure all contributed to his death, according to the report.

She leaned back for a moment and thought about George Sawyer. Would he have died in his warehouse of scavenged items if Apple hadn’t come along? Would he have been better off if she hadn’t found him?

“Ah, Red, you are going down a trail that will lead you nowhere.”

“What?”

She didn’t realize she had spoken out loud until Jason walked in with fresh donuts. She filled him in on last night and her discussion with Neil. “Is it possible Vance is involved in this?”

Jason smiled. “Remember when you told me there are no coincidences?”

“Yeah. But Vance is too rich and too smart to do anything as egregious as murder.”

Jason raised his eyebrows. “Just because he’s rich doesn’t mean he’s smart. Maybe he has something to hide.”

“Uh-huh. After sixty years, unless it was murder, who would care?”

Jason squinted at her. “This doesn’t sound like you.”

Red realized she was tired and cranky and felt like nothing was making sense. “Sorry, this visit by Vance is messing with my head.”

Her phone rang, and Scotty’s name popped up. She sent it to voicemail, and within seconds, it rang again. “I’d better take this.”

Jason left her a donut as he walked out.

“Red, I’m in a panic about my mother. It’s crazy here at the café, and she isn’t responding to my calls or texts.”

Considering the rocky relationship Scotty had with Bernice, this didn’t sound like an emergency. “Scotty, as a law officer, this doesn’t sound like a 911 situation. But as a friend, I have to ask, did something happen that makes you so worried?”

In the background, dishes clanged as a pot crashed to the floor. “Oh, damn. My new helper is a klutz. I need to go. Can you stop over and maybe I can tell you what’s going on?”

Red checked the time. She had a meeting in the afternoon with Beldon and the city elite. At least going to the Town Talk would get her out of the office for a few minutes.

The café was full. She walked into the warm air filled with the aroma of coffee, bacon, and fries. Scotty, her hair askew, motioned her to the back table. Georgia was already seated with a cup of tea and a muffin.

Scotty brought her a mug of coffee and stood at the end of the table, fingering her apron. “My neighbor says my car isn’t in the driveway. She must have taken it.”

“Scotty, can you sit for just a minute and fill me in on why you’re in a panic?”

Scotty scanned the room before sitting down. “I guess things are under control here.”

Georgia reached over and put her hand over Scotty’s. “I can tell you’re worried.”

Looking first at Georgia and then at Red, she spoke, her eyes welling up with tears. “I probably shouldn’t have, but last night, Mom and I had a couple of gin and tonics. She’s an old hand at drinking, but I’m only good for a beer or two. Anyway, with the gin loosening my lips, I asked her about Charlie Poole.”

“Charlie Poole? Who’s that?” Georgia frowned.

Scotty tilted her head and shrugged her shoulders. “I know I shouldn’t have, but I did one of those DNA tests a couple of months ago. It showed that I have a half brother.”

“Oh my.” Georgia set her tea on the table. “That must have been a shock.”

Scotty sighed. “I made the mistake of contacting him. When he found out that I had grown up in Lykkins Lake and that Vance and my mother were an item, he decided Vance must be his father.”

Red watched Georgia’s eyes narrow. “You asked her about it last night, didn’t you?”

Scotty bit her lip. “It was so odd. I thought she’d deny it or admit it, but she put her gin down, stood up, and said, ‘Damn night of hell always haunting. I’m going to bed. Time for the reckoning.’”

Red leaned toward Scotty. “Time for the reckoning?”

Scotty nodded. “And this morning when I got ready to open the café, she was still in bed. But it’s almost noon and she hasn’t answered the phone, and she has my car. I’m worried she might do something…stupid.”

“Do you think she might harm herself?” Red tried to keep her voice low, but it was hard over the general buzz of the café.

A chair scraped and one of the patrons called out, “Hey, Scotty, if you want me to pay the tab, you’d better get over here.”

Scotty turned to him. “Hold your horses. On my way.” She stood up and appealed to Red, “Find her, please.”

Two people stood in the doorway, looking for an empty table. Georgia pushed her chair back. “Time to free up for paying customers.”

Outside, the rain had stopped, and the clouds were breaking up enough for patches of blue sky to appear. Red looked up as the sun poked through and bathed her face in October warmth.

Georgia touched her shoulder. “What are you going to do?”

Red was thoughtful. The Luckies were drawn to Kitty’s abandoned bar. First Tim, then Neil last night. Something about that place haunted them. Perhaps Bernice was also drawn to it. “I’m going to check out a crime scene.”

Thirty minutes later, she approached the abandoned bar. In the daylight with the weakened fall sun slipping behind a wall of clouds, the place appeared even more desolate. Barren trees rose behind the building. Red wondered again what secrets this place held.

A red Toyota Prius sat parked in the weedy gravel lot. She pulled up beside it and got out of the car. The driver’s seat was empty. Red stood by the car, listening to the sounds of the country. On the highway, a truck whizzed by, followed by several cars. The noise disappeared as the vehicles continued down the road. For a few moments, the only sound was the swooshing of the tall weeds in the ditch in front of the parking area and the rustle of the crime scene tape.

Red called out, “Bernice? It’s Sheriff Red. Can we talk?”

Several crows cackled, rising from the field beyond the bar.

“Bernice?” Red walked around to the back of the building. Since Tim’s body had been found, the back door was padlocked shut. The lock sat on the ground, broken by a bold cutter. Had the professor done this? She remembered his words: “The place had been stripped.”

Her thoughts were interrupted by the faint sound of weeping behind the building. Red rushed toward the sound, her heart racing, praying not to find another crime scene.

A deteriorating picnic table sat under a birch tree that was almost completely barren of leaves. Bernice sat with her head in her hands, crying.

Red approached her. “Can I join you?”

The elderly woman barely looked up as Red eased in across from her. The wooden bench of the picnic table was soft and wet, and the boards of the table were warped from years of weather and neglect.

Bernice’s lips curled down in a frown. “I suppose Scotty sent you.”

“She was worried.”

Bernice nodded and took a deep, shuddering breath, wiping her eyes with the sleeve of her jacket. “She’s a good woman—but damn her for stirring things up.”

Red wanted to be gentle and compassionate, but the clock was ticking, and she had a meeting in an hour. “Excuse me for being abrupt, but Scotty told you about the half brother.”

Bernice made a growling sound that came from deep in her chest. “Oh God!” She picked at a loose splinter on the table. Her voice turned hard. “I want to be clear. I am not that man’s mother!” She narrowed her eyes as she looked at Red. “That’s something I would definitely know.”

Red remained quiet. She had learned over the years that silence could bring more answers than constant questioning.

“If you need to know,” Bernice’s voice took on a tone of defiance, “I was…uh…assaulted that night. The night Roddy died. But I didn’t have that baby from it.” Her words came out in a harsh, staccato tone.

Red nodded.

“Despite the rumors that I was ‘easy’ in high school, I was a virgin…until that night.” She gazed in the distance toward the field and its dying stalks of corn. “There.” She pointed. “We were all drunk, and that’s where it happened.”

Near the line where the field ended and the small grove of trees started was the old wooden fence with the barbed wire. Red pictured the Luckies gathered around a bonfire, drinking. What happened to turn it into a rape and a possible murder?

“You’re wondering who? Aren’t you?” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “The fields saw. They know. I don’t.”

Red waited. She’d had this conversation too many times in her career. The pain, the guilt, and the need to cover it all up. Here sitting across from her was a seventy-eight-year-old woman going through it all over again.

“Bernice,” she spoke gently, “I’m thinking about a teenager who has carried this grief and secret all her life. Did you ever tell anyone what happened?”

Her reply was abrupt and filled with anger. “Sixty years ago, we lived in a world that said you deserved it. Or worse, relax and enjoy it. Who would I tell?” Bernice rested her forehead in her hands, the anger slipping into defeat. “My sister was a nurse, and she figured out what was wrong with me that summer. I was sick to my stomach all the time and felt wretched. She knew people who knew people and found a woman in Minneapolis who did abortions in her apartment. It was quick and painful, and I bled a lot. I never told my parents or anyone other than my sister.”

Red understood this was Bernice’s pain and words of comfort would mean nothing. Again, she stayed silent.

“I had to come back today to make it real. I had to see where it happened and assure myself that I didn’t ask for it.” She peered at Red. “That half brother isn’t my child. He’s Scotty’s father’s son.” Closing her eyes, she tilted her head up as the sun poked through a cloud. She winced and looked at Red. “He’s also Vance’s half brother.”

Oh damn. Red had just written off Charlie Poole, and he was back again. “Scotty’s father and Vance’s mother?”

Over the next ten minutes, Bernice explained. She was more relaxed as she talked because it wasn’t about her now. After the abortion and college, Bernice came back to Lykkins Lake because her mother was in failing health. Scotty’s dad had been her high school teacher and unmarried.

“He was a good man. Better than what I deserved. But he told me he’d had an affair with Vance’s mother when Vance was in high school. She’d had a baby and given it up for adoption. I don’t know if Vance or his father knew about the baby.”

Red was working to absorb all this information when her phone rang.

She looked up at Bernice. “It’s Scotty. I think you should at least tell her you’re okay.” She handed the phone to Bernice and walked around the building to give them privacy.

Standing in the parking lot, she tried to picture the shabby building as a nightspot alive with people and the thump of the music inside. For a moment, she felt the ghosts of the past walking in and out of the front door. The kids dancing to rock and roll and the illegal party in the back. A drunken night where everything went wrong and everything changed.

“What am I missing, Will?” she asked aloud.
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POKER CLUB MEETING


The meeting with Beldon did not go well. He paced in front of the town council and pointed a finger at Red. “We’ve had a murder of one of the participants, and you haven’t done anything.”

He was correct; she hadn’t gotten anywhere. She uttered the standard line, “We are pursuing several avenues of inquiry going back to the victim’s convictions in Florida. I can’t say anything more at this time.”

“What about this?” Beldon held up the flyer with the devil behind Vance’s face. “Have you found who made this?”

Red had made the decision that her time was better spent on finding who killed Tim and what happened to Apple than looking for the maker of the poster. “We don’t know who made it. My sources say anyone with a basic knowledge of Photoshop and a printer could have created it.” She worked to keep her voice even. “Since it doesn’t state a threat, I determined that my staff’s time was more valuable elsewhere.”

“I sense you are not taking things seriously,” Beldon sneered. “Vance Judson is an important person, and Lykkins Lake needs to show support for his safety.”

Red noted a few people nodding. “If there is a credible threat, I will put all my resources into investigating it.”

One of the councilmen who was new to the board raised his hand. “I heard that they found a bag full of money at the Golden Deer that belonged to the man who was murdered. What are you doing about that?”

Red worked to not show her surprise. She did not want to sound like she was on the defensive. “If you have knowledge of such a thing, I’d like to talk with you after the meeting.”

The man looked down at his hands. “Well, I heard it from someone whose niece works at the casino.”

Red nodded. “If anyone else has information that would help us find out what happened to Mr. Watson, please see me.”

The meeting moved on to a discussion of whether they should offer Vance the key to the city at the banquet. It was a blatant ploy to get a donation from someone who hadn’t visited the town in sixty years. Red pressed her lips together and feigned a phone call, excusing herself. Out in the hall, she exhaled. She could deal with most of Beldon’s bombast, but today, he had gotten to her. He was right that her investigation was going nowhere, and she honestly didn’t know if there was a threat against Vance. On top of that, the discussion about the key to the city gave her heartburn. Nothing she’d learned so far said Vance was a decent and generous man who deserved the honor.

Later at her desk, she stared at the hodgepodge of notes she’d written going back to when Apple had first walked in the door. What stood out for her was the chaos about the night Roddy died. A drunken party, a rape, and what else? A podcaster looking into it as an unsolved murder who was now in the wind. Two of the Luckies dead and another on the edge. A professor found at the abandoned bar. A brother still enraged over the nonexistent investigation of the death. Not to mention a town council going gaga over a multibillionaire with questionable morals.

“I can’t put this together.” She glanced out the window, and for a moment, she thought she saw Will standing outside by the old courthouse oak tree. He used to escape there to smoke a cigarette. A momentary sense of relief flowed through her. He was back, and he could take care of it. She blinked, and when she looked again, it wasn’t Will. It was one of the highway crew taking a smoke break.

She wondered why, after four years, she still saw him on occasion out of the corner of her eye or in the shadows of her house. Georgia had reassured her she wasn’t crazy. “Grief manifests itself in a lot of different ways, Red. You have never given yourself the permission to face it.”

She’d brushed Georgia off with a curt “I’m fine.”

As if Georgia knew she was in turmoil, her phone rang, and Georgia’s ID came up. “We are calling an emergency meeting of the poker club.”

“If it’s to conspire to kidnap Beldon Rafferty and force him to sit in an eternal city council meeting with no bathroom breaks, I’m in.”

“Oh my. He really did get to you. I’m making chili. Your assignment is to bring the beer.”

Two hours later, Red sat at the table in the antique store back room with a glass of amber ale. Across from her, Lou poured a beer into a tall glass. She still wore her lab coat from the clinic.

“What’s the word on the street about the death of Tim Watson?”

Lou had a keen ear for clinic staff gossip. “They think he was involved in an illegal scheme and had a gym bag full of money that is now missing.”

“Heard that one already. Any speculation that it involves Vance’s visit?”

Lou dipped a corn chip in salsa and ate it before speaking. “I would have to say it’s an undercurrent buzz. The lab tech’s mother was a couple of years behind Vance. She told her daughter that he had charm—the junior high girls liked him and all. But Tim was the heartthrob.”

“Not helpful unless someone held a grudge for sixty years.”

“Wait.” Lou raised her hand. “I did hear one thing, but it wasn’t about Vance. It was about Connie Thompson.”

Connie was in this mix, but Red couldn’t see the connection with the murdered Lucky.

“Take it for what it’s worth. Someone who knows someone else, et cetera, et cetera, said they overheard Connie saying that ‘weasel rich guy’ would pay for what he did.”

“A threat to Vance? I’ll get right on it if you can tell me who the ‘et ceteras’ are. Or maybe I’ll pass the information to Beldon, and he can get right on it.”

Lou’s expression was filled with sympathy. “I’m glad I only have to patch people up and not figure out ‘whodunnit.’”

“My ‘dunnit’ skills aren’t doing it right now, I guess.” Red heard the hint of a whine in her own voice. “Sorry. Things just aren’t adding up these days.”

They were interrupted as Scotty swept into the back room. She normally wore her salt-and-pepper hair in a braid down her back. While her hair was still braided, some of it had come loose, and she had a wild-woman look.

Georgia walked in carrying a slow cooker of chili. The room filled with the aroma of cumin and red pepper. She stared at Scotty. “My God. Truly you look like something the cat dragged in.”

Scotty sagged onto a chair next to Red. “If I had to rate this day so far, I’d give it a minus five. And I reserve the minus days for unexpected deaths and dismemberments.”

Red ladled chili into the bowls and passed them around. “How is your mother doing?”

“What have you told this group?”

“Nothing about your mom. Instead, I complained about Beldon. I think I can do that without betraying any confidentiality.” She hoped Scotty got the message that Red had kept the conversation with Bernice to herself.

Scotty took a long drink of her beer before speaking. “My friend and law officer Red tracked down Mother at Kitty’s. God knows why she went there. Anyway, Red must be good at what she does, because Mom came home, and we had a talk.”

Red steeled herself for Bernice’s story about the rape. Fortunately, this was a safe place to share it, surrounded by women who understood the lifelong implications of the trauma.

Scotty set her beer down. “Here it is in a nutshell. Charlie Poole, the DNA match, is indeed my half brother.”

Lou’s eyes widened. “Your mother had a baby and gave him up for adoption?”

Scotty waited a dramatic moment. “No. My mother didn’t have a baby. Vance’s mother had a baby by my father.”

Georgia’s jaw dropped. “Holy smokes!”

“It happened years before Mom married Dad. I guess he had an affair with the woman, she got pregnant and left town.”

The room was heavy with silence until Georgia spoke. “That fits with what I’ve learned about the Judson family.”

“What? You’ve been researching them?” Lou asked in surprise.

“Business purposes only. Remember, I had the corner shelf that someone was interested in? Once I saw the Judson name on it, I decided to talk with my sources about the family. Interesting bunch, those Judsons.”

Considering that Georgia was the only person at the table who had not been born in Lykkins Lake, Red was amused that she was the one who knew about the family.

“I see a lot of old people, and old people like to talk. It wasn’t hard to piece together the story of the family. The first Judsons came around the turn of last century. Hardscrabble farmers. Vance’s father, though, was ambitious, I’m told. After serving in World War II, he returned. Senior made his money contracting with the state and counties for road and bridge repair. They say he was a keen negotiator but a crooked businessman. Didn’t pay his subcontractors and shorted his employees. Not unlike a certain person who has vowed to make America great again.”

The group groaned. Scotty, who was toying with her chili, spoke. “Isn’t it the saying that the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree?”

“Here’s the real gossip that fits in with what you learned from your mother. Senior married Vance’s mother when she was eighteen and he was forty. Rumor was that she’d been hired to care for Senior’s wife, who had multiple sclerosis. The wife died, and Senior married her right away. They say Vance was a healthy seven-pound preemie.”

Lou helped herself to more chili. “My mother was an eight-and-a-half-pound preemie. Born six months after her parents married.”

Georgia lowered her voice. “Here’s where it gets even more interesting. Right after Vance left for college, his mother ‘went on vacation to see her sister,’ and as far as anyone could remember, she never returned. There were rumors of an affair, but my sources couldn’t remember who it was with. There were also rumors that Senior had tired of her and was ready to move on to wife number three.”

“What happened to Senior?” Scotty played with her spoon but didn’t eat.

“Sold up and moved to Florida, they thought. There are no more Judsons in Pearsal County that anyone knows.”

Scotty accidentally dropped her spoon. When Red leaned over and retrieved it, she asked, “Are you all right?”

Scotty’s face turned a splotchy red. “I…uh…well, after you left to find Mom, I was so angry with her for disappearing like that. I wasn’t thinking. I called Charlie and invited him to come tomorrow so maybe he could meet Vance.”

A headache was growing behind Red’s eyes. The last thing she needed was Charlie Poole confronting Vance. “Could you try to cancel?” She kept her voice steady even though she wanted to yell out, That was a dumb thing to do.

She’d have to tell Mitch, and God knows how he would react.
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CONNIE


The poker club meeting broke up before the cards could be dealt. Scotty wanted to get home to make sure her mother was all right. Red simply wanted time to absorb this mess of information that was packed in her brain and figure out her next steps with Mitch, the murder investigation, and the search for Apple.

At home with Blue on her lap and a cup of hot tea on the end table, she stroked the soft fur on his head. “What would Will do?”

Blue pawed at her lap and jumped down. “Tired of my whining? Want to go out?”

She let him out the patio door and watched a little moonlight ink its way through the trees. The night was calm and quiet until her phone rang.

It was Jason. She sighed, wishing she could have a few moments of peace. Setting her cup down, she answered, “Yes, Jason?”

“Sorry to bother you. I picked up a shift this evening and came across something.”

The administrator in Red fought back the irritation. Any shift Jason picked up would be overtime. On the other hand, at least the county was being covered. “Yes?”

“We got a complaint about kids racing on County Road 6. I drove out there and was able to stop one of them.”

Red took a deep breath. Teenagers and racing on the county roads always sent a shiver up Red’s back. Inexperienced drivers drunk or high going way too fast. Last year they’d lost a girl who was about to graduate from high school when the car she was riding in flipped over and she flew through the windshield. The parents lost a daughter, and the kids involved would be scarred forever. Red tried to wipe the image from her mind.

Jason spoke with an excited lilt to his voice. “Guess what I found?”

“Please don’t tell me it was filled with drugs.”

Jason laughed. “Worse. They had a whole stack of those Vance flyers—you know, where he morphs into the devil? At first the kid didn’t want to tell me where he got them, but when I said, ‘Fine, let’s call your parents,’ he broke down. Almost had him crying.”

Red pictured the scared kid, probably in his parents’ car. “What did he tell you?”

“He said he and a friend made them. And then he got a little cagey—didn’t want to say why. I took out my phone to have dispatch call the parents when he said, ‘Stop. I don’t want to get him in trouble.’ Of course, the kid is already in trouble.”

“Who was he talking about?”

Jason paused as if to build up the drama. “His grandfather. Connie Thompson.”

“Oh shit. What’s that all about?”

“I’d say Grandpa must have a grudge.”

Since the boy was only sixteen, Jason would contact Matty and Crystal, his parents, about the racing. However, he agreed to say nothing about the flyers until Red could talk with Connie.

By now it was after ten, and she opted to wait until tomorrow to follow up. Later in bed, with the new furnace humming and Blue snoring beside her, she thought about connections. Connie was connected to Roddy and apparently Vance through Jukebox Alley. Bernice was connected to Jukebox Alley through the Luckies and the rape. Vance, Tim, Geo, Hoss, and Neil were all there that night. She visualized the bar at the center of it all. What happened that night to cause this chaos so many years later?

The next day, Red was up at dawn with Blue by her side as she walked down to the shores of the lake. Mist rose from the waters as the sun edged above the horizon. The lake smelled fresh, and beneath the mist the water was still and glossy. A fish made a plopping sound, rising just below the surface to grab an insect. Red breathed in the chill air. On rare mornings when she and Will had the same schedule, they used to stand on the shoreline, hand in hand, embracing the calm of the lake and the sway of the pines behind them. Remembering this, for a moment she felt a wave of grief.

Blue nudged her leg, his wet fur plastered to his tiny legs. “Looking for breakfast, pup? You know your ancestors had to find their own food.” She smiled to herself as she thought about the little dog trying to survive in the wilderness. “You’d be eaten by an owl before you knew what hit you.”

Blue scampered back to the path to the house. She noted that he was moving a little slower these days. How old was he? “I can’t think about that right now.”

The beauty of the morning was erased when she got to the courthouse and found Mitch waiting for her. Without greeting her, he pointed a finger. “I hear Connie Thompson threatened Vance. What are you doing about it?”

Red was tired of Mitch and tired of his bullying attitude. A part of her wanted to blindside him with a punch to the nose. Probably not a good way to start the day or to keep her job. Beldon would have a recall petition going in minutes.

She indicated the chair in front of her desk. “Please sit.”

Mitch remained standing, his arms folded. For a second he reminded her of Mr. Clean, and she fought back a little smirk.

“Why aren’t you doing something about this threat?” he demanded.

Red let him stand since that seemed to give him more of a sense of authority over her. She knew too much about how body language could change the dynamics of a confrontation, but she was far from intimidated. Mainly she was irritated. She busied herself behind the desk, pulling out her laptop and hooking it up. She ignored him while she booted it up.

When she was ready, she spoke. “Tell me about the threat.” She remembered from a crime show she and Will used to watch that lawyers were always told to never ask a question they didn’t know the answer to. She was sure this was about the flyers.

“Connie Thompson has been threatening Vance. I’m surprised you didn’t know that.” Mitch’s body appeared to be wavering as he stood.

Red once again pointed to the chair. “You are welcome to sit if you’d like. I want to hear about the threat.”

Mitch sat down but kept himself on the edge of the chair as if he needed to know he could get up or escape at any moment. The tension in the room rose. “I heard he was at Cuttery’s and told someone he was going to get Vance.”

Red closed the lid on the laptop. “Get him how?”

“Well, I don’t know. That’s your job.”

Red debated telling him he should know better than to respond to gossip. Instead, she kept a serious tone. “But you are worried Connie will try to hurt Vance?”

“He has a temper.”

“What do you think he’ll do?”

He rubbed at his ear. “He could be a dangerous man.”

Red thought about Connie and decided his wife was more of a threat than the old man. She held back a little smile and told herself to take Mitch as seriously as she could. “Do you know why Connie might have a problem with Vance?”

Mitch’s words came out in a sputter. “Well, if you had been investigating like I have, you’d know that Connie was at the bar the night his brother died. He probably blamed it on Vance.”

Red took out a pen from the drawer and poised it to write. “Tell me about your investigation. It might help me.”

“That podcaster knew all about it.”

Something in his voice triggered Red to sit up a little straighter. “Mitch, what do you know about Apple Taylor?”

He moved his hand to the back of his neck. Mitch knew something and was holding back. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”

Red leaned forward, staring directly into Mitch’s face. “Do you know where she is?”

Mitch recoiled. “No, of course not.”

“What do you know about her?”

Mitch’s face flushed a dark red. “I don’t know where she is.”

“Why am I not believing you?” Her words came out in staccato.

Abruptly, Mitch stood, looking behind him as if someone else was in the room. “That’s your problem. I have things to do.” Before he turned to walk out of the room, he glared at her. “You’d better make sure Vance is safe.”

At least he got in the last word. Red watched, open-mouthed. “What was that?”

While she was willing her heart to slow down after the encounter with Mitch, Jason walked in holding a stack of Vance flyers. “The kid said that’s all he had.”

“And Connie, his grandfather, had asked him to make them. Did he say why?”

“The kid didn’t know but thought it was a fun lark. It never occurred to him that something like that might stir things up.”

Or trigger Lucas Andreason into a psychotic break.

“I guess I’ll have a chat with Grandpa.”

“Want me to come?”

Yes, she wanted him to come to protect her from the wife. She waved him off. “See if you can track down the rumor that Tim Watson had a gym bag full of money. I’m curious to know who started it.”

Before she drove to see Connie, she called Lou at the clinic. “Hey, I won’t keep you long. I’m wondering who heard Connie Thompson threatening Vance.”

Lou laughed. “Afraid the best I can do is say, ‘Everybody knows it.’ Including your friend Beldon. He was in to get his flu shot and complained loudly that the ‘damn female sheriff’ wasn’t trying to protect one of Lykkins Lake’s most important people.”

Red tsked. “Well, this ‘damn female sheriff’ has a duty to protect both the important and the unimportant people of Lykkins Lake.”

The sun was out in a hazy sky. It hung low enough to create a glare on her windshield as she drove to Connie’s house. When she arrived, Connie’s pickup truck and another car were parked in the driveway. Before she even stepped out of the car, Connie’s wife came slamming out of the house.

“I know the law. You can’t arrest my grandson!” Her face was as red as Mitch’s had been this morning.

Red held her hands up. “I’m only here to talk with your husband. Is he in his shop?”

The woman moved closer. She still had a brush curler in her bangs. “Do we need a lawyer?”

She was rescued from Judy’s wrath when Connie walked out of the workshop. “I guess you’ll be wanting to take me in.”

Someone, it seemed, had prepped them. Red continued to hold her hands out. “I just want to ask you a few questions. This isn’t a formal interrogation.”

“Humph. You people, always harassing us.”

Connie shot a look of daggers at his wife. “Come on over to the lawn chairs.”

Red followed him to where they had sat before. Connie’s wife remained in the driveway, feet planted and arms folded. Before they could sit, she called out, “If you need a lawyer, I’m calling Young William.”

Red refrained from smiling. Young William was a good estate lawyer, but law enforcement and judges around here cringed when he had a case to defend. Mainly because he was so boring and didn’t know when to stop talking.

Connie settled into the lawn chair with a groan. The lake rippled gently from a slight breeze.

She broke the silence. “Looks like it’s going to be a nice day today and tomorrow for the reunion.”

“Hell if I care. It should rain snakes on those people.”

“Connie, what’s this all about?”

“It goes back a long way.”

“To when Roddy died?”

He nodded. “I was ten. But even at that age I knew Vance was evil.”

Red considered the word “evil.” It was a strong word to describe someone, because it indicated that he had no moral footing. “Tell me what you mean.”

“I watched how he manipulated those friends of his. They’d do anything for him, including my brother. He’d tease Roddy and call him jug-ears and queer, and Roddy took it.” Connie made his hands into fists. “Roddy wanted to be loved. That’s all.”

A flock of Canadian geese honked overhead. Judging by the vee they flew in, they were headed in the wrong direction. “Did you see something the night Roddy died?”

“They were drunk and teasing him, and he was drunk and I wanted to stop them. There was a girl, too, and something happened with her, but I was just a kid and it’s all pretty fuzzy now.” His voice trembled as he spoke.

Bernice. Was it a gang rape? Is that what happened? Red stayed silent while Connie collected himself.

“I don’t know how Roddy ended up in the ditch by the road. But Vance knows, and so do the others. I hope there’s a hell for all of them.” He stopped speaking as his wife approached, her hands in fists.

“You people should leave Connie alone. He’s got a bad heart. If he dies, it’s your fault.”

Connie looked up at her. “Please be quiet for a change. I was telling the sheriff about the Judsons. Bad people and that stupid Rafferty, who’s so excited about him coming.” He turned to Red. “Did you know that Judson Senior was a money lender? Mean son of a bitch.”

The wife uttered, “Connie. Shush.”

“Everyone thought my dad tried to burn down the bar because of Roddy. He didn’t set that fire. Vance Senior did because Dad owed Judson money. The apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree.”

“You mean Vance Senior set the bar on fire in retaliation for not paying the debt?”

Connie shrugged. “That’s what I think.”

“Connie, what about the flyers?”

“Stupid on my part. I wanted to show those idiots who they were worshipping.”

“You weren’t threatening Vance?”

He looked away and didn’t reply.
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THE COUNTY ATLAS


Red sat on her patio while Blue snuffled in the woods. The sun would be down in an hour, and she wanted to enjoy what little light and warmth were left. She had a pile of notes in front of her and a sense that like the geese from this morning, she was somehow going in the wrong direction.

Georgia walked around the corner of the house and joined her. “Trying to get some vitamin D before it’s all gone for the year?”

Red looked at her and smiled. “I’m trying to figure out why the Canadian geese are all flying north.”

“They want to escape Lykkins Lake before the parades and brass bands show up tomorrow to give Vance a hero’s welcome.”

“Sure,” Red snorted. “Hordes of his fans will probably rush the helicopter when he lands.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “I guess I understand hero worship of some sort. I followed a couple of bands when I was a teenager and pined to be one of those girls who got to party with them. Unfortunately, I wasn’t built to be a skinny blonde with come-hither eyes. Too tall and hefty. Could have been a football player if they’d had a girls’ team in high school.”

“You were built to be sheriff. Anyway, enough about hero worship. I stopped over because I wondered what wasn’t said last night with Scotty. And I have something for you.” She set a tote bag next to her on the patio chair.

“What do you mean?”

“When Scotty started talking, I sensed you were expecting something else. You have a tell when you’re holding back.”

“A tell?” Red thought about Mitch and how he’d touch the nape of his neck. “What is it?”

Georgia waggled her finger. “I am not going to reveal what I know. It gives me a one-up on you when we’re playing poker.”

“I could arrest you for something, you know.” Red winked. “Failure to tell the truth to a law officer or running an illegal gambling house.”

Georgia laughed. “You do that, and you’ll have to admit your Texas Hold’em habit.” She shivered. “It’s getting a little chilly out here.”

“The fickleness of October.”

Georgia narrowed her eyes. “Seriously, is there something I should know?”

Red believed that Bernice had told her about the rape in confidence, but she needed someone to help her figure out what to do. Had Will been in the chair next to her instead of Georgia, she would have shared the information with him.

She put the notebook that was on her lap on the table. “It goes back to the death of Roddy Thompson. I feel like too many roads lead there.” She told Georgia what Bernice had said. She knew there was no reason to add, “Please don’t tell anyone.” Georgia could keep a confidence.

When Red was done, Georgia clasped her hands together as if in prayer. “I can’t imagine the pain Bernice has gone through all these years. No wonder she was so difficult when Scotty was young. Probably racked with guilt and afraid for her daughter.”

They were quiet as the trees with the few remaining leaves rustled overhead. A rawness grew in the air as the daylight dimmed.

Blue broke the silence when he pawed at Red’s leg. His eyes said it was time to go in.

Red reached over and picked him up. “I honestly don’t know what to do with the information. As a law officer, I know the statute of limitations ran out long ago. It was not the kind of cold case I’d put any effort into solving. Yet, I know a crime was committed, which drives me crazy. And back sixty years ago, I doubt anything would have been done if she had reported it.”

Georgia agreed. “It was in the days when women were mere accessories to men. They had so little power. And although things have changed, we still have a ‘blame the victim’ attitude.”

A doe stood beyond the trees near the water’s edge. She watched them with her ears pricked up. Red pointed to her. “I love wildlife, but my office gets too many deer-versus-car calls. When I was a kid, dogs still ran free, and at least near town, they kept the deer population in check.” She watched as the deer startled at something and loped away. “Let’s go inside and talk. My dog is getting cold.”

Once settled in the kitchen with a glass of wine, Georgia spoke. “I’d like to help Bernice in whatever way I can.” She held up the wineglass and stared at it before drinking. “I know what it’s like.”

Red was seldom surprised by anything Georgia told her, but this caught her off guard. “You were assaulted?”

Georgia brushed back her silver bangs before speaking. “College, underage and drunk. Got a ride with the wrong guy. Fortunately, he was drunk, too, and he couldn’t perform. But I was never the same. Even today I think back on it with a shudder.” She sat up a little straighter. “It was the violence and the feeling of helplessness.”

“And you never reported it.”

Georgia didn’t answer as several expressions crossed her face. When she did speak, it was with a controlled passion. “When I was the Commissioner of Health, one of my priorities was women’s health and safety. Me Too put it under the spotlight, but it still happens, and women still feel it’s their fault.”

Red thought about Georgia’s offer. “I can approach Bernice, if you’d like. My sense is that she’s suffered in silence so long that she won’t accept help.”

Georgia set down her wineglass and was silent for a few moments. She sighed, and her shoulders relaxed. Reaching into her tote bag, she pulled out a book. “However, this is why I came. I found this in a box of things I’d bid on at an auction a while ago. I was about to toss it when I noticed the date on it, the year of the class reunion.”

The odor of mildew floated through the kitchen as Georgia slid the book over to Red. It was oversized, like a coffee table book, and the cover had softened with damp and age. “What is this?” Red suppressed a sneeze.

“Back in the day, printing companies used to send salesmen to rural areas to create a local atlas. You could pay to have your photo and your story printed up along with your neighbors’. For the price, you received the book. This was Pearsal County sixty years ago.”

A black-and-white aerial photo showed the town of Lykkins Lake along with some of the surrounding acreage. “It’s grown a bit since then.”

“Notice how much the land around the lake has been built up.”

Red squinted at the picture. “I think I see my house. Except it’s mostly hidden by trees. Sadly, many of those trees are gone.” Dutch elm disease had decimated the elms before Red was born. Now an oak fungus was threatening more trees.

Georgia pointed to a yellow Post-it note, and Red turned to the page. A black-and-white studio photo featured the Judson family. Vance stood next to his father while his mother sat sideways in a chair. It had the feel of the old sepia photos from the early 1900s even though it had been taken in the 1960s. What struck Red was how much alike Vance and his father appeared to be. They both had a half smile that could have been interpreted as a smirk. And Vance’s mother had a doe-like wideness to her eyes and a wistful expression. “The mother seems so young.”

The accompanying biography named Vance Senior as a businessman and a former state legislator who was a major contributor to the community.

“If he was such a community supporter, why haven’t I ever heard of him?” Red continued to study the photo. “I think I see a resemblance between the mother and the photo Scotty showed me of her half brother.”

Georgia indicated the second Post-it note. “And here’s a photo of the Thompson family before Roddy died. I’m guessing it was taken at Jukebox Alley.”

The family, including Roddy and young Connie, stood in front of the bar counter. Roddy and his father wore white aprons, and Roddy had a goofy grin on his face. Connie stood to the side of his father with a frown like he’d rather be anywhere than in front of the camera. Roddy’s mother, a short, round woman, stood next to Connie. She seemed bewildered. Next to the bar was the jukebox that everyone talked about. Red imagined the table with the Luckies would have been near the jukebox.

Red carefully closed the book, hoping it wouldn’t shed too many mold spores into her kitchen. “I wonder if you should show this to Scotty since she’s already invited her half brother to visit. This might be the only photo of his birth mother.”

Georgia ran her fingers through her hair. “That’s what I wanted to talk with you about. I have an unsettling feeling that Scotty is in the middle of something that could prove to be troublesome.”

Although Red also had that tingling sensation, the logical part of her brain said there was no evidence that Charlie Poole would be trouble.

Georgia slipped the book back in her tote. “I feel a storm coming.”

Red knew she wasn’t talking about the weather. She felt it too but kept her thoughts to herself.
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CHARLIE POOLE


Red sensed the excited buzz as soon as she arrived at the courthouse. Vance was expected in the late afternoon and would have dinner with Beldon and selected town leaders at the Golden Deer. Red was not one of the people invited. She pictured them sitting in the private dining room at the casino, fawning over the man who was responsible for thousands of people losing their jobs, their health insurance, and their homes in his pursuit of money and power.

She fought back a nagging headache as she met with her staff and went over the itinerary Mitch had given her. “He’s arriving by helicopter that will land at the hospital helipad. A limousine will take him to the Golden Deer for dinner. I’m not sure where he’s staying after that, but I’m guessing it’s not our Lake Motel here in town. Hopefully it’s in another county’s jurisdiction. For today, your job is to be on the lookout for signs of protest and provide crowd control as needed.”

One of her newest deputies asked in an excited voice, “What if things get out of control?”

“Then remember your training. Stay calm, and avoid confrontation if possible. I’m not expecting a problem, but we will be putting up a roped-off area at the helipad to keep people from swarming our guest.”

She took Brenda aside after the meeting. “I want you to keep an eye on Connie Thompson. He’s angry, but I don’t think he’ll do anything. Jason and I will take the lead on crowd control at the hospital and give the rich guy an escort out of town.”

Her budget would have to absorb the cost of Vance’s visit, including overtime for the extra deputies. She’d rather be using her time and resources on the Tim Watson murder, but as of yet, she had no leads. No one had found a gym bag full of money, and her calls to Florida about his indictments had not yielded anything. The only son was in California at the time of Tim’s murder. His mother and one of the other ex-wives lived in Arizona. They were both in assisted living facilities. The other ex-wife was living in Florida and had an alibi. Neither the son nor ex-wife number three knew if he had a girlfriend at this time.

Waltz also had nothing new to offer. She talked with him briefly to let him know they hadn’t found Tim’s phone or a bag of money.

“Imagine that!” Waltz had croaked, clearly not recovered yet from the pneumonia.

As for Apple, no one had seen her, and her car had not been found. An involuntary shiver crawled up Red’s back as she thought about the young woman. Was she in danger? Dead? Hiding? Or simply skipping out on a lark like she’d done in the past? Whichever the case, Red felt she had let her down by not finding her. Georgia would have told her to erase those thoughts. “Red, you are not responsible for everything that happens here. Will would have told you that.”

As she mapped out the day in her head, she accepted that she couldn’t be all things to all people, but she was responsible for Vance’s safety. She wondered if he had any appreciation for the lengths people were going for his well-being.

“Not sure he’s human enough to know that.” The words came out in a low mutter as she scrutinized her budget spreadsheet. Her impression of Vance was based on what had been written about him. Perhaps it might turn out that he was a decent guy. She shook her head. “Nah.”

Jason stopped in her office at noon to tell her that the word on the street was that seven or maybe seventy busloads of protesters were coming this afternoon. His eyes glittered. “This could put us on the map.”

“Well, Jason, I’m guessing we are already on the map. And if we are getting busloads of protesters, we’re probably outnumbered. But my sources haven’t heard a word about even one single broken-down old school bus filled with protesters.”

Despite her assurances, she had an uncomfortable sense that something would go wrong. She kept it to herself.

Scotty called her in the early afternoon. She was breathless on the phone. “Red, first, I apologize for anything I’ve ever done in my life that was stupid.”

“Uh-oh.” Red had a sinking feeling.

“Um, I invited Charlie Poole to have lunch today, praying he’d stay home.”

“And?”

She took a deep breath. “He showed up on time, wearing a suit and tie and looking like he was headed for the prom.”

Red waited, trying to picture the man who looked a little like Scotty and a little like Vance.

“Well, we were so busy in the restaurant that I hardly had time to talk with him. But Mother agreed to tell him about his dad.”

“He knows Vance is not his father?”

“That’s the thing. After Mom explained it, he muttered something and walked out. Didn’t even say where he was going.” She paused. “Red, I’m worried about him. Both Mom and I agree that he seemed a little off.”

The headache brewing behind Red’s eyes threatened to erupt. “What do you mean by ‘off’?”

“I don’t know how to describe it. He had kind of a wild look.”

“Do you think he’s dangerous?”

The misery in Scotty’s voice was obvious over the phone. “I don’t know. I’m so sorry for all of this.”

“Scotty, text me the photo you have of him. I will send it to Jason and my other deputies and ask them to look out for him. Could you ask Bernice to give me a call? Maybe she has more information.”

“She’s at Laura’s Cut and Curl getting her hair done. I don’t know if she has more to add, but she did seem distressed after he left.”

When she ended the call, Red rested her head in her hands for a few moments before getting up to take ibuprofen for the headache. She wondered if she should also give the photo to Mitch. Would that cause more trouble?

The niggling little voice in the back of her head said, “Charlie Poole isn’t a threat.” The practical voice told her that if anything happened regarding Charlie, Beldon would make every attempt to have her badge.

She called Mitch, and the message went immediately to voicemail. “This is Sheriff Red. I have a potential problem that I need to share with you. Please give me a call.”

Instead of waiting for Bernice to call, she grabbed her windbreaker and told Billie she was going to Laura’s. He grinned. “Getting your hair done for the arrival?”

Red’s hair needed a trim, but she shook her head. “No. I’m off detecting.”

“Huh?”

She left without replying.

Laura’s Cut and Curl was in an addition to her house a couple of blocks from the courthouse. Since Lillian retired twenty years ago, Laura was the only salon in town. She was getting on in years but kept a steady clientele. The younger women in Lykkins Lake headed up to the Golden Deer, where they featured a salon and spa. Laura’s customers were mainly over the age of sixty.

Not surprisingly, all her chairs were occupied when Red walked in. She recognized a few women who were probably attending the reunion. Bernice was paying when Red arrived.

“Sorry to bother you, but when you’re done, do you think we could talk?”

Bernice appeared annoyed and spoke with a sigh. “I suppose, but I have to get my nap in soon. I’ll meet you at Scotty’s house.”

A couple of the women greeted Red as they waited, magazines or knitting in hand. “Quite the to-do, isn’t it, Sheriff?”

Red smiled at them. “Keeps me employed.”

One of the women, hair in curlers, commented, “I hear there’s going to be trouble when Vance arrives.”

Under other circumstances, Red might have continued to talk with the women, but she wanted Bernice alone. She shrugged. “I hope not. We’re on high alert.”

As she walked out, she chided herself. High alert? What kind of thing was that to say?

Bernice drove Scotty’s Prius to the house with Red following. She wondered as Bernice ignored a stop sign and nearly had a collision if the woman was already into the gin.

The day had warmed up with the golden glow of mid-October. She sat with Bernice on Scotty’s porch.

Bernice spoke first. “You didn’t tell my daughter about what happened to me.” It was a statement, not a question.

“It’s your story to tell if you want to.”

“Well, I don’t.” Her voice was emphatic. “And this damned reunion is giving me nightmares.”

Red refrained from asking her why she’d decided to come—at least for now. She needed to know what kind of a threat Charlie Poole might be.

“Scotty told me about your conversation with Charlie and your sense that something was off about him. Can you tell me more?”

Bernice sighed. “I’ve lived a lot of years. Some of them weren’t good. But I can read people, and he was angry.”

“How so?”

“When I told him Vance wasn’t his father, instead of looking disappointed or confused, his face turned red and he said, ‘I don’t have any more chances.’”

Red’s shoulders tightened. “Chances?”

“I thought it was odd. I also thought he asked too many questions that involved money. Like did my husband have money? What about his birth mother? Was she rich?”

Perhaps Charlie Poole was in financial trouble and thought his birth family could bail him out. She knew people who were adopted often had dreams of the biological parents being rich. Or sometimes the biological parents thought their child had money. One case in Pearsal County resulted in a restraining order against the birth family for stalking an adopted child who had inherited the estate of her adopted parents.

Bernice glanced at her watch. Red noted a tremor in her hands and wondered if it was related to alcohol. She reminded herself of something her grandmother used to say when she meant it wasn’t any business of hers. “Red, remember, it’s not my circus, not my monkeys.”

After Bernice retired to the bedroom to take a nap, Red sat in her car, considering Charlie Poole. Other than Scotty having said that he called himself an entrepreneur, she knew nothing about him. She could hardly research him right now because she had to get to the hospital to set up for the arrival. Billie was the only person in the office, and she didn’t trust him beyond the basic dispatch duties.

Reluctantly, she called Georgia, knowing this was probably a breach of some kind of protocol or law or something. When she answered, Red outlined the conversation with Bernice. “I’m in a jam, and you, as a former public employee, might be able to help.” Georgia, despite her age, had a savvy knowledge of internet research.

“You want me to find out if there’s any dirt on the half brother?”

“Anything that might indicate whether he’s a threat to Vance.”

Georgia chuckled. “And if he is? Are you hoping to let him do his thing and be done with the billionaire?”

For a moment, Red hesitated as if considering it. “Ah, no.”

“Hmmm. I can see our sheriff is stressed. Let me boot up my old Windows 95 and see what I can find.”

“Keep track of your hours, and I will pay you with a decent bottle of wine. If anyone asks, the sheriff’s office contracted with you for a good price.”

Red allowed herself to relax before driving to the hospital where Vance would land in an hour.
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THE ARRIVAL


By four o’clock, the area outside the helipad had been roped off to keep the hordes in check. About twenty people had straggled in carrying lawn chairs like it was going to be a parade. There would be no band because the high school music director canceled at the last minute, claiming his students had a conflict because of the Friday night football game. Red suspected he’d canceled because he was not a fan of Vance and his support of defunding music education programs.

With all the preparations, Red hadn’t had time to talk with Scotty to see if Charlie had returned to the café. When she’d driven by mid-afternoon, the café was so busy a line had formed out the door. It appeared that the visit by the rich man had drawn people to Main Street.

Vance was known for keeping to his schedule. If he was due to arrive at 5:00, he would be on time. By 4:45, about a hundred people had gathered, including some of his classmates. Red surveyed the crowd for Charlie but didn’t see him. She made sure Jason and the other two deputies assigned for crowd control had photos of him.

Mitch called her as she was walking the perimeter of the growing crowd. He sounded harried. “You left me a message?”

“I wanted you to be aware that a man named Charlie Poole might be in the audience. I’ll send a photo. He claims to be Vance’s half brother. I have no other information on him and have no idea if he is a threat.”

“What? You’re telling me now?” Mitch’s voice rose.

“It’s new information, Mitch. I said I’d keep you informed. My deputies are on the lookout for him.”

Red heard Beldon’s voice in the background demanding to know what was going on. Red didn’t want to get into a three-way conversation with Mitch and Beldon. “I’ll let you know if it looks like he’ll be a problem.” She ended the call and didn’t answer when he immediately called back.

“I should have listened to that voice in my head that said to keep Mitch out of this,” she muttered.

Five minutes later, Georgia called, barely containing her excitement. “Sadly, I think Scotty picked a loser to be her half brother.”

Red moved into a spot away from the crowd. “What did you discover?”

“Remember all the publicity a couple of years ago about a developer having record success doing an online fundraiser—something like Kickstarter—for permanent-type yurts up on the North Shore of Lake Superior? It would be year-round luxury camping.”

“Ah yes, glamping. Seems to me it hit the news about the time I was dealing with a rash of meth labs in the county. Didn’t pay much attention to it. Was Charlie Poole involved?”

“He was one of the developers. Turned out not only did they not have the rights to the land where the yurts would be built, but the money disappeared.”

Red sighed. “Do tell? Expensive vacations and cars?”

“Not clear from the article that was written last fall. The timing is interesting, though. It seems that when the investors started legal action this fall, Charlie and company assured them their money was safe. He claimed big money behind it if they could raise a little more of the initial capital.”

“Judson Companies?”

“The article didn’t say, but that would be my guess. I suspect Charlie Poole thought he had an in with Judson and used his name.”

“Why does everything seem to come back to the rich guy?” Red thanked Georgia and suggested she not hurry over to see Vance arrive.

Georgia laughed. “And miss the fireworks?”

“No fireworks,” Red said emphatically before ending the call and hurrying back to the helipad.

More people gathered as it grew closer to the arrival time.

Brenda texted that Connie had been home all day. Red texted back to have her come to the arrival. Red hoped Bernice would stay home, too, especially if a problem arose with Charlie. She’d already texted Scotty to avoid the event. Scotty hadn’t replied.

The weather continued to be sunny with highs in the sixties and a slight breeze. Another Indian summer day. Beldon stood wearing a three-piece suit, surrounded by the city and county dignitaries. Mitch paced, a phone to his ear. He even had a little white coiled wire like the Secret Service.

Beldon had grudgingly asked Red to join them at the last minute for the greeting. She wore her sheriff’s uniform with its white long-sleeved shirt, tie, and patches on the sleeves. The shirt was a polyester blend that made her skin itch.

Behind her, the people who had gathered talked with each other. She listened to snatches of their conversations.

“Heard he’s the second-richest man in world…”

“Father was a crook…my dad knew him…”

“Running for office…”

“…wonder if he’ll give the town money…”

The hope of money was the reason for all the planning and excitement. Having studied what she could about Vance, she doubted he would part with any of it until he was assured a profitable return. And if he did decide to be generous, it would be for something big—like a monument in Washington, DC. Funding a community center and ice arena in a small rural town would not be a priority.

She waited with the sun settling in the west and wondered again why he’d decided after all these years to attend a class reunion. Maybe he simply wanted to catch up with his classmates. Maybe it was an ego thing—Look what I have accomplished. Or maybe it was something more sinister.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the distant sound of the helicopter as it approached. A collective, “Look, there it is,” rose as people pointed. Many held phones up, recording the arrival. Red surveyed the crowd and noted that Jason and her deputies were carefully dispersed among the people.

The helicopter landed with a roar of the rotors. Beldon and Mitch both stood up straight like they were getting ready to salute. Red glanced behind her once again to see how the crowd was behaving. It was a sparse group compared to what Beldon had predicted. Most of the people were older, and no one carried protest signs. The youth of Pearsal County must not have been interested in a rich old guy. Especially one who didn’t play a superhero in the movies.

The door to the helicopter opened, and Mitch approached it. Vance stepped down wearing pressed khaki pants and a white polo shirt. He looked trim and fit for a man of seventy-eight years, and his hair was a thick silver. It reminded her of Tim’s hair as he lay in the ditch with his arms outstretched. She blinked away the image.

A young woman in low heels and a pencil skirt followed. Red wasn’t sure if the woman was an aide, a girlfriend, or maybe a wife.

The crowd was polite, everything was on time, and Red had a growing sense that this was going too smoothly.

Vance waved to the onlookers like a politician as Beldon stepped forward to greet him. He guided him to the line of dignitaries. Vance shook hands and smiled, but his expression had a mannequin quality to it, like the real Vance was hidden. When he reached Red, she offered her hand and said, “Welcome. I’m Sheriff Red Hammergren.”

He looked her up and down like he was scrutinizing a horse. “Where’s the red hair?”

Red gripped his hand so hard he fought back a wince. “I would say it’s on a redhead.”

Beldon intervened immediately. “Our sheriff has her own sense of humor, as you can see.” His tone was half apologetic and half scornful.

The setting sun cast long shadows on the welcoming committee. Red was beginning to feel the chill in the air because she wore only her shirt and not a regulation jacket. A cloud obscured the sun for a moment, and twilight filled the air. As suddenly as the light darkened, the smoothness of the arrival took an abrupt change.

A man emerged from the gathering, shoving people aside as he waved something in the air. “Vance! Vance! It’s your brother!” he yelled.

Red turned to see Charlie Poole holding a rolled piece of paper. “I have to talk with you!”

Vance frowned as he looked at the agitated man who had almost made it to the rope. Red took a step toward Charlie when Mitch roared by like a mad bull. Before Red could reach out to grab his arm and stop him, Mitch had his gun out of his holster and was pointing it at Charlie.

“Get down,” he yelled. “Or I’ll shoot.”

In that second, Red knew Mitch could easily pull the trigger. “Mitch, put the gun down!” She ran for him, and when he didn’t move, she did something that was against any kind of training she’d ever gotten. She positioned herself in front of Charlie. Now the gun was pointed at her as she faced Mitch. This time, in a calmer voice she said, “Mitch, put your gun away. He’s unarmed.”

An expression of rage crossed Mitch’s face. He wanted to shoot someone. The crowd grew immediately silent as they pressed toward the rope to watch and record with their phones. Jason ran over and began motioning them back. “Everything is under control,” he called out. “Please move back.”

Behind her, she heard a voice that had an elderly quaver to it. “Beldon certainly likes to put on a show.”

Mitch, looking confused, lowered the gun, and Red, who had been holding her breath, let it out. She nodded at Mitch and said, “Thank you. We’ll talk later.”

Turning to Charlie, who was so pale she wondered if he would faint, she spoke again with a calmness she did not feel. “I think you should come with me.”

“But I have to talk with Vance.” He sounded scared and desperate.

To make the tense situation even worse, a youthful voice rose in the crowd. “Vance is the devil! Vance is the devil!”

She turned to see two teenage boys enter the crowd from the sidelines. With a whooping noise, they started throwing flyers at people like they were paper airplanes. The old people looked confused as the papers landed in front of them.

Mitch did a double take. “What the hell?” His hand once again went for the gun like it was a talisman that would make everything right. Red shouted at him, “Get Vance into the car. We will take care of this!”

For a moment, Mitch was like the squirrel in the road, not knowing which direction to go. Beldon yelled, “Mitch, come here!”

He turned on his heel and ran back to the dignitaries, who were all hurrying to waiting cars.

Jason had one of the boys restrained while the other broke free from the crowd and scrambled down the street. Red faced a crowd of totally bewildered townspeople. She strode over to Jason. “What the hell?”

The kid looked scared. “Um, we didn’t mean to cause trouble.”

Red picked up one of the flyers and held it out to the boy. “You’re a Sawyer, aren’t you?”

He stared at his feet.

Before she could ask the kid more questions, Beldon marched over. His face was almost purple. “I thought you had this under control.”

Red stood up as straight as she could and moved into his personal space. “Is Vance okay in the limo?”

When Beldon didn’t answer, she saw that behind him, Mitch and the woman were guiding the billionaire to the black SUV, the woman by his side.

Controlling her words, Red glared at him. “Mitch pulled a gun in a crowd of people. We are goddamn lucky no one was hurt. He’ll have some explaining to do.”

“I’ll have your badge,” he sputtered. For a moment, Red thought giving up her badge wasn’t such a bad idea. She shook it away, imagining the mess Mitch could make as sheriff.

“Fine, but for now, go tend to the celebrity while I figure out what to do with the disrupters.” She turned to the Sawyer boy. “You’ve got some explaining to do. Best we call your parents and have a meeting at the courthouse.”

The only good thing that came out of Vance’s arrival as far as Red was concerned was that she could delegate the escort out of town to Jason.

Red walked over to the limo. Vance sat in the back, and the mask had fallen from his expression. He stared at the flyer. It was the same image of his face morphing into the devil. But whoever did this had added the words, “Jukebox is waiting.” She detected a look of fear in the widening of his eyes. Immediately, though, his expression turned back to the mannequin mask.

“Some prank.” He pointed to the flyer. “I guess I have my enemies.” His voice had a very slight tremor.

With that, she walked away, feeling slightly soiled from the arrival events and weary to her bones. That niggling voice in the back of her head said this wouldn’t be the end of the Vance Judson drama playing in her county.
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CHARLIE


In her office, Red sat facing Charlie. He had a childishness to his face, a chubbiness that hadn’t worn off in adulthood. He also had Scotty’s eyes, but they didn’t hold her intelligence or kindness.

“Tell me why you tried to disrupt Vance’s arrival.”

The “aw shucks” expression on his face didn’t work for her. She stared at him, letting the silence grow until the man finally spoke. “I’ve been trying to get his attention for a couple of months. You know, since I did the DNA test. But I couldn’t get through all his guards.”

Red folded her arms. “You thought confronting him today would get you an audience with the man?”

He studied his lap. “I guess.”

Based on his body language, Red’s impression was that Charlie was like some of the guys that ended up in her jail—always scheming but not smart enough to pull the schemes off. From what Georgia had told her, Charlie had a long history of failure.

She took a deep breath, weighing what to do with him. He hadn’t broken any laws by calling out. Yet, maybe because she was tired and maybe because she had the Sawyer boy and his parents waiting in the conference room, she had a strong desire to arrest him.

“You’ll have to figure out a different way to get to Vance than yelling from a crowd. I’ll leave that up to you. However, we do have another matter to deal with.”

He shifted in his chair, and his eyes widened like she was going to arrest him for something else. “Um, I haven’t done anything wrong.”

Red thought he’d probably done a lot of things wrong over the course of his lifetime, but she didn’t articulate her thoughts. “The issue I have to deal with is the fact that Vance’s security person pulled a gun on you. It could be considered a felony if you choose to pursue it.”

Charlie’s face instantly relaxed. “Oh, you mean I should make a complaint?”

“It’s up to you. I will be talking with the county attorney next week and describing what I saw. If you make a complaint, it will add to the seriousness of what happened.”

His lips turned up into a sly smile. “Perhaps I could have a conversation with the man who drew the gun. He works for Vance, correct?”

“That’s not my call.” Red glanced at the clock in her office. It was now 7:00 p.m. She was hungry and wanted nothing more than to commune with her dog.

She stood up. “You can decide what you want to do and get back to me on Monday.” Silently she wished he’d forget it and go home.

Jason called as Charlie walked out the door. “Everyone is safely deposited at the Golden Deer. I took the opportunity to talk with the hotel staff again. No one knows where the rumor of a gym bag full of money came from.” He chuckled. “Wish I could find it myself.”

“Did you learn anything new?”

Jason hesitated for a moment. “Maybe. One of the hotel clerks who was working when Tim checked in thought she might have seen him with another man. She was good at describing Tim with his silver-gray hair, but she couldn’t remember much about the other man except he was old, too.”

“Did she see where they went or overhear what they talked about?”

“You know, that was strange. She said she heard the word ‘jukebox’ and was going to interrupt them to tell them that the bar upstairs in the casino had one, but by then they’d walked away.”

“Thanks, Jason. You can call it a day. I still have to talk with the Sawyers about the prank this afternoon. Then I plan to go home and drink.”

Jason’s laugh was tentative. He probably thought she was going to go home and kill a bottle of scotch.

“Fizz water,” she added. “Don’t worry, I plan to be sober for the reunion. Can’t celebrate until Vance is out of Pearsal County and out of my responsibility.”
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THE MYSTERY MAN


Hardy Sawyer sat with his son across from her. The boy looked to be about sixteen, with a little peach fuzz on his chin and a few pimples on his forehead.

Hardy spoke first. “Andy is sorry for the disruption.”

Red studied Andy and believed he felt bad. “Andy, I’m not going to lecture you. I think your parents will do a fine job of that. I want to know who put you up to your little escapade.”

He stared at the table and mumbled, “Didn’t know him.”

“Excuse me? Did you say you didn’t know him?”

He nodded.

“You aren’t covering for someone?”

Hardy gave him a little nudge in the shoulder. “Tell the sheriff what you know.”

Outside the conference room window, the sun had set and the streetlights of Lykkins Lake cast a soft glow. Red willed her stomach not to rumble. Scotty would have shamed her for the candy bar and chips that had been her supper.

Andy’s voice was so low it was almost a mumble. Red peered at him. “You have to speak up for me.”

He cleared his throat. “Uh…well…we were just hanging around because we knew this important guy was coming to town. And a man came up to us with the flyers.” He gazed at his lap.

“And?” Red tried to keep her impatience out of her voice.

“He said he’d pay us a hundred dollars if we’d make some noise and give out the flyers. He said fifty up front and fifty when we were done.”

Hardy slapped a fifty-dollar bill on the table. “That’s what he gave them.”

“And you didn’t recognize the man? What did he look like?”

Andy stared at the bill on the table. “Old, I guess. He had on dark glasses and a baseball cap. And he was wearing one of those Covid masks like you get at the clinic. Blue, I think.”

Old, dark glasses, baseball cap and a mask. “Seems like he wanted to disguise himself.”

“Ben and me looked at the flyers, and it’s not like it said anything bad. We’d seen something like this a couple of days ago.” He looked at his dad. “And after what Grampa used to say, I didn’t think it would hurt anybody.”

“What did your Grampa have to say?”

“A couple of weeks ago, I was helping him in his shop. He was kind of talking to himself, and when I asked him what he was talking about, he showed me the letter with the invitation to his class reunion. ‘Did some bad things back then. We were stupid and we listened to Vance. He was bad then and he’s bad now?’” The boy’s voice rose in teenage fashion, like it was a question.

Red took out her phone and opened it to the photo of the invitation that she’d found under George’s workbench. She handed it to the boy. “Is this what he was looking at?”

Andy’s face registered surprise. “I asked him what the jukebox was all about, and he snatched the invitation away. All he said was, ‘I’ve been sorry my whole life for what we did. Vance should be, too.’ I don’t think Grampa liked Vance much.”

Red glanced at Hardy, who was taking this in with a thoughtful expression. “You know, I brought Vance up to Dad when he was in the paper for one of his big deals. Dad cut me off before I could ask anything about him. He said, ‘I don’t want to hear his name.’”

Red thought about the photo of the smiling Luckies. “I was under the impression that Vance was popular with all the kids back then.”

Hardy shrugged. “Maybe Dad had some kind of falling out with him.”

Red took the phone back. “Andy, can you think of anything else your grandpa said about Vance?”

The boy closed his eyes and turned his head up to the ceiling. “Just something weird about an agreement. He said, ‘I was too dumb and scared to say no.’”

After a few more questions, Red let Hardy take his son home. They hadn’t found the other boy, but she knew who he was. She doubted he would provide more information.

Jason called a half hour later. “Did you learn anything from the Sawyer kid?”

She filled him in on the mystery man and the hundred dollars. “Tomorrow, I want you to see if you can find the other boy, Ben.” She gave him the full name and the name of the parents. “Maybe he can give a better description of the mystery man.”

She shared with him her conversation with Charlie. “I asked if he wanted to press charges, and he looked at me like I’d just opened a gold mine.”

“Excuse me?”

“I suspect he’s going to try to find Mitch and do a deal. Something like, ‘If you give me access to Vance, I won’t press charges.’”

“Are you going to charge Mitch?”

“I’ll talk to the county attorney next week. Meanwhile, I let him know that if he waves his gun around again, I’ll arrest him.”

Jason laughed. “I can’t wait to see it.”

Red didn’t return his mirth. She hated the idea of Mitch using up her jail cell space.

When she finally walked through the door to her home, Blue greeted her with the enthusiasm of a puppy. Oscar had been over earlier to feed him and give him a pat on the head. “Looks like Oscar is taking good care of you. Don’t forget, though, you belong to me.” She let a little guilt trickle through her. The poor pup home alone so much of the time. What would she do if anything happened to Oscar?

After eating a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich, she settled on the recliner to go over the events of the day. Perhaps because she hadn’t eaten decently during the day, or perhaps because she continued to be worried, her stomach churned, and a little heartburn rose up her chest.

“I’ll have no medical emergencies.” She stroked Blue, who burped contentedly.

Closing her eyes, she did a meditative exercise where she emptied her mind of the nagging internal voice and all the images of the day. She imagined herself in her place of comfort under the oak tree with Will. The sun filtered through the foliage, and the forest was filled with the gentle sound of the breeze brushing through the leaves. She relaxed, allowing the musky aroma of the humid earth to surround her.

Perhaps the meditation would have worked for her except for two things. First, the word “jukebox” slipped in. She closed her eyes once again, and as she tried to regain the sense of warmth and comfort, her phone rang. Waltz’s name came up on the ID.

“What are you up to?” he greeted when she answered.

“Meditating. And you? Isn’t it kind of late for you to be working? And, by the way, aren’t you sick?”

He chuckled. “Too many questions. Yes, it’s kind of late, but I got a report that you had a standoff with one of Vance’s security guards. Anything you’d like to share?”

Red knew better than to ask where he’d heard it. If she checked social media, someone had probably already posted Mitch pointing a gun at her. She gave him an update on the arrival that turned into a fiasco. “I should have arrested Mitch, but I didn’t have the energy for it.”

Waltz made a tsking sound. “Always second-guessing. No one got hurt, so that’s good.”

“Thanks for the reassurance. How are you feeling?” She didn’t want to continue talking about Mitch. Already she was feeling guilty for not arresting him for endangering the public and the county sheriff.

“Wrung out but not ready for the undertaker.” He rasped when he took a breath. “Part of the reason I called was to pass on some gossip.”

“Waltz, that’s not like you.”

“I’m sick and delirious, so it’s okay.”

“Well?”

“Some of my guys are friends with people who do private security. They say Vance has his own personal guard. They describe her as a good-looking woman who comes across like she’s a wife or a girlfriend.”

Red pictured the woman in the tight skirt. “He had a woman with him when he got out of the helicopter.”

“I’m guessing that’s her. The guy who pulled the gun isn’t with any of the security companies Vance has been known to use. They think he was hired locally, like by the town to ensure crowd control and things.”

Red felt anger bubbling up. “You mean Lykkins Lake might be paying for Mitch to pull guns on people?”

“Just saying…”

If the city council was paying for extra protection, they could have given it to the sheriff’s office to help cover all the overtime her deputies were clocking.

She worked to control the tremble of anger in her voice. “Thanks for the information. I’ll be having a chat with the mayor and the city manager, who happens to be the father of the hot-head idiot. Meanwhile, I have an unsolved murder, a missing podcaster, and a swirl of things around the death of a teenager sixty years ago.”

Waltz was quiet for a few moments, allowing Red to regain her composure. When he spoke, his words were slow and thoughtful. “Red, I know it’s against my ‘let the science and data tell the story.’ But I think the murder up there is connected to whatever happened sixty years ago.”

Red leaned her head back with a sigh. “Two terrible things happened that May night sixty years ago. Roddy ended up dead in a ditch, and Vance’s girlfriend, Bernice, was raped. Yes, I think they’re connected, but how, who, and why? Do you think I could get near enough to the billionaire to ask him if he murdered his friend Roddy and raped his own girlfriend?”

“Let’s back up and see what you do have.”

To Red, he sounded like Will, a voice of reason and calm. She went over the pieces with him, including the mysterious invitations with the note printed on them. “I don’t know if Tim Watson got a note like that, but George, Gary, and Neil all got one. Gary is dead of probable natural causes, George is on life support after a possible fall, and Neil seemed puzzled by it.”

“Did Bernice get the note?”

Red hadn’t asked. “We talked mostly about what happened to her that night. She wasn’t very articulate about it. Said she didn’t remember a lot of it.”

“Not a surprise, and especially not after sixty years. What about Vance, did he get a note?”

Red shifted in the chair, thinking about the note. Remember the jukebox and the agreement. She told Waltz the content of the note. “I found out that Vance called Roddy ‘the Jukebox.’ I’m thinking they made a pact that involved Roddy. Perhaps they did something that caused him to wander out on the road?”

Waltz covered his phone and coughed before replying. “Or perhaps they saw something, and because they were dumb, drunk teenagers, they agreed not to talk?”

Red went over what she knew about the investigation and remembered that Vance Senior had been mentioned. “Perhaps Vance Senior was responsible for the alleged agreement.”

“Maybe he’s the one who ran over the kid.”

“Shit, Waltz. You are making me nervous.”

“Too bad we can’t interview him.” He laughed, and it turned into another cough.

“Stop trying to be amusing. Your brainstorming is giving me a headache. Of the three people I could ask, Bernice remembers being assaulted but not much more. Neil, who is a retired professor, says he got drunk and passed out in his parents’ car and didn’t know about Roddy until the next day. And I can’t get through to Vance to talk to me.”

They spoke a little longer before Waltz admitted he was tired. “I’m going to check my sources on Vance and Vance Senior to see if I can flush something out. Maybe I can get to him.”

“Good luck penetrating his protective wall. He has the best lawyers money can buy. And apparently his own private security.”

When she ended the call, she was left with more questions than answers. “What the hell is the hiring of Mitch all about? And who is paying?”

Blue gazed up at her but offered no opinion.


36


BINESI RETREAT


After a night of disturbed dreams, Red woke up at dawn, tired and irritable. Blue seemed to understand her mood and chose to remain in bed under the covers.

“Coward.” Red picked him up. “You need to attend to your morning ablutions. It’s going to be a long day, and I hope Oscar has time for you.” Reluctantly, the dog edged out the patio door and into the woods. Red watched as he sniffed before lifting his leg on his favorite tree. He appeared so content that she felt guilty for her bad mood. When he came back in, she put food in his dish and promised to be in better spirits. “I have one more day of Vance, and then all will be well.”

Except for a murder and a missing podcaster.

Her phone rang at the same time she discovered that the milk she was pouring on her Cheerios was coming out in lumps. This did not portend well for the day of the reunion.

“I hear you saved my half brother from an armed security guard.” Scotty had a perkiness to her voice that signaled she’d had several cups of coffee.

“I’m guessing that’s not the version Beldon is telling.”

Low voices of her customers hummed in the background. “Listen, I wanted you to know that my alleged half brother showed up at the Town Talk right after I opened. He was looking for Mitch.”

“I’m not surprised.” Red refrained from explaining that she suspected Charlie would want to cut a deal with Mitch.

“I wonder if he thinks Mitch or Beldon is the way through Vance’s defenses. After Mom talked with him, we both agreed Charlie wasn’t after family, he was after money.”

“Please don’t write him any checks in hopes that he will go away. If he finds a mark, he will be at you until you file the restraining order.” Red dumped the sour milk into the sink.

“Sheriff, you are sounding downright irritable.”

“Sorry. My milk is curdled, I have an unsolved murder, and I’m ready to talk with the county attorney about arresting Mitch for pulling a gun in a crowd.”

“I think you need some scrambled eggs with spinach. Get down here before I run out of food. This place is hopping.”

“Sorry, I’m not in the mood to meet with the public quite yet. Too grumpy. I’ll grab a granola bar.”

She had just settled into her office and was reading the night shift report when Beldon came marching in. Taking a deep breath before speaking, she greeted him. “And what can I do for you?”

“Mitch is worried you are going to file charges.”

She stared at him. “He should be. He pointed a gun into a crowd and at me. I should have confiscated it. In fact, that’s probably what I’ll do.”

“I can have your badge.”

“You’ve mentioned that before.” She was tired of his sputtering and bullying. Folding her arms, she struggled not to shout. “Beldon, I honestly don’t know what’s going on with you. I know we haven’t had much of a collegial relationship, but I think we are at the point where I need to get the county attorney involved.”

“Damn right you are! You should have been alert and not let that hot-head who claimed to be Vance’s brother into the crowd. Mitch wouldn’t have let it happen.”

What she didn’t need or want this morning was a pissing match with Beldon. As calmly as she could, she told him, “I know that Mitch wasn’t hired by Vance for protection. I plan to investigate the funding for his position. If you are using unauthorized city tax money, it might be considered fraud.”

Beldon’s eyes widened to the point where they bulged like a toad’s. “What do you mean?”

Red realized at this point that she didn’t want to engage with Beldon any further. The granola bar was an inadequate breakfast, and she needed more coffee. “I suggest you get back to your work as city manager and host of our celebrated guest and stop trying to defend your son. Mitch is a grown-up, and he needs to be the one to talk with me.”

She opened her laptop and ignored him until he left, muttering about impeachment. Go ahead, she thought. I can always get my teaching job back. Good math and science teachers are hard to find.

Waltz’s group had sent her a forensics report regarding the fibers found at the site of the murder. It added nothing new to the information she already had. She wondered if all this scientific data had been available when Roddy died, would it have been clearer what happened to him? Perhaps. But with a sheriff who didn’t want to investigate? Who knows?

The dispatcher walked in while she was completing her report on the incident yesterday. “Sheriff, I got a call from one of the cabin owners up on the west side of Hammer Lake. She said they thought they saw smoke from that cabin that gets rented out for most of the summer. You know, the nice one that they call the Binesi Retreat? It’s supposed to be closed up for the winter. Should I send a deputy out? I know we’re short because of the reunion this evening.”

Even though she had a long list of things to do, and she needed a decent breakfast, Beldon had soured her mood more than the milk had soured her cereal. “I have a break in my schedule. I’ll go check it out. Do you know who owns the place?”

“It’s managed by that vacation rental company—Lawson Group, I think?”

“I know the directions. I shouldn’t be gone too long.”

The sun was out for another spectacular Indian summer day. How lucky for Vance to see Minnesota during the best fall colors. With the slanted sun, the yellows and reds of the changing leaves contrasted with the greens of the pines. She wondered if he cared, considering that he owned a private island, and God knows how many other places.

Red took the highway north, turning off onto County Road 18 just after Eddie’s. The road wound around the lake and through swampy lowlands. Tall grasses swayed in the breeze next to the road. She stopped for a moment by the turnoff to the Hammergren acres and stepped out of the car to take a deep breath of the clear air. “Will, I hope I’m holding this together. Not so sure today.”

As if to reply, an eagle soared above her, circling its prey with a majestic spread of its wings. She felt a sense of calm knowing that when the damned reunion was over, she could retreat to her woods for a few hours. The anger at Beldon and the frustration over not solving the murder drained as the eagle disappeared over the treetops.

Two miles further, the road curved south. A wooden sign for the rental cabin—Binesi Retreat—stood at the beginning of a gravel drive. Binesi is the Ojibwe word for any large bird, including raptors. Over the last few years, the cabin had changed owners and names. In the summer, it was a prime property because it was on the west side of the lake, where nature had provided not only tall pines but a sandy beach for swimming.

Ten years ago, when it was called Peterson’s Perch, it was a notorious party house. As a new deputy, Red had spent too many hours dealing with underage drinkers and drug use there. Since it had become Binesi Retreat, the calls had stopped.

The cabin was about a half mile in. Red had heard that some of the renters complained at first about spotty cell service. The advertisements for it now included wording about getting away from the everyday world. If people wanted cell service and Wi-Fi, they had to drive back to Eddie’s.

The pines provided a canopy over the road as she neared the cleared area where the cabin stood. Red slowed and then stopped for a moment to relish the quiet. Rolling down her window, she took a deep breath of the air. It was filled with the smells of the pines and the dying leaves of the birch and a hint of woodsmoke. Ahead, a small stream of smoke snaked out of the chimney.

Instead of driving all the way in, Red parked the car. She’d taken her Subaru rather than the cruiser in case anyone was squatting at the cabin; she’d be more inconspicuous in an unmarked vehicle. She radioed dispatch from the car to let them know she was at the cabin and had detected smoke in the chimney. “I’ll let you know if I need help.”

The idea of a confrontation on this glorious day seemed silly. Still, she had started her day with sour milk, followed by Beldon Rafferty. She grabbed her flashlight and reluctantly strapped on her gun. It felt ugly, an evil weight on her hip, and brought back the image of Mitch pulling out his gun.

Despite the sun, the air was cool, and she rued not wearing a jacket. In her mind, this was simply going to be a nice drive in the country to make sure no one was at the cabin. She had a momentary reality check. Sheriffs don’t have nice drives in the country.

As she neared the cabin, she strained to hear sounds of activity. The pine log cabin had originally been built over eighty years ago. It had a stone fireplace along the north wall, and if Red remembered correctly, a porch in front facing east that looked over the lake. The small yard was overgrown with tall, dying grass and leaves from birch and aspen trees. To the right of the cabin was a newer building that appeared to be a combination of a garage and storage. The garage door was closed.

Before she approached the back door, Red walked over to the garage. If someone was here, they might have parked their car inside. A bird, startled by Red’s footsteps, flapped away. It appeared to be a red-tailed hawk. Fitting for a cabin named for large birds. She stood near the garage, listening, but heard nothing except the rustling of the leaves and the faint sound of water lapping on the beach.

Along the side of the garage was a small window. It hadn’t been washed in years, and cobwebs covered the upper corners of it. Red lifted her flashlight and looked in. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the light. “Damn!”

A blue car. Not only a blue car but a blue Kia Sportage was parked in the garage. The same make and color of the car Apple Taylor drove.

Her heart pounding, Red ran to the back door. She knocked before trying the doorknob. It was locked.

“Apple,” she called out. “Are you in there?”

No answer. She ran around to the front, nearly tripping on an exposed root of an old oak tree. “Apple!” she called again. The front door was unlocked and slightly ajar.

Still calling out, Red entered holding her flashlight. The front of the cabin was a living area complete with a couch and several easy chairs set around the fireplace. Logs in the fireplace sent smoke up the chimney, but the fire was close to going out.

“Apple?” She walked through the living room, noting the mess. Empty food cartons and dirty dishes scattered like there had been a party. A phone sat on the table in front of the sofa. Red picked it up. It was dead.

At the back of the cabin was a small kitchen, a bedroom, and a closed door. The kitchen was cluttered and messy; the bedroom contained a pair of bunk beds that had not been used. Red stopped in front of the closed door to listen. Silence. She knocked. “Are you there, Apple?”

A slight groan from behind the door. Quickly Red opened it and stood in the doorway, surveying the second bedroom. The double bed was unmade, and a mound of bedding was piled on the floor. Again, the groaning sound. Just off the bedroom was another closed door, either to a closet or a bathroom. Red stepped carefully to it. The door was locked.

“Are you all right? Open the door, please, it’s Sheriff Hammergren.”

At last a reply. “Wha…?”

“Can you open the door?”

If it was Apple inside, she was clearly impaired. Possibly drugged or possibly drunk. Red rattled the door. “I’m coming in!”

Fortunately, the cabin owners hadn’t put much remodeling effort into the lock on the bathroom door. It was a hook and eye. Red was able to open the door enough to see Apple’s legs splayed out on the floor. With a modest shove with her shoulder, the hook came out and the door opened.

Apple lay on the floor by the toilet on her back. Congealed blood ran down the side of her face. When Red stooped to check on her, she smelled vomit and the reek of alcohol. Apple was barely conscious.


37


THE SCHEME


While waiting for the ambulance to come, Red covered Apple in a blanket from the bed and made an ice pack using a bread bag and ice from the freezer. Judging by the empty gin bottle in the living room, Apple had gotten drunk and possibly fallen in the bathroom. Whether she was being held here against her will was a question Red desperately wanted to ask.

She squatted down beside the girl, putting a wet washcloth to her lips and holding the ice pack to the swollen area above her temple. Apple’s pupils were equal, and she responded to Red’s questions with a slurred mutter.

“Apple, is anyone else here?”

“Wha?”

“What happened to you?”

“He promised. Shoulda dropped it.”

This was not the time to elicit reasonable answers from the girl, but Red needed to know if she’d been abducted. “Apple.” The girl’s eyelids drooped. Red leaned close to her. “Did someone bring you here?”

Apple smiled like something amused her. “Yeah. Paid to leave them alone. Took my car keys and left me here.”

“Who?”

Apple’s chin sagged into her chest, and she started to snore. Before Red could rouse her again, the ambulance arrived. Today the volunteer EMT was the local banker, along with an aide from the hospital.

They carefully stabilized Apple’s neck and placed a better ice pack on her head. Once they had her loaded into the ambulance, Red talked to them. “She’s the podcaster who went missing last week. I have no idea why she’s here, and I have no idea if she’s here on her own power. I’m guessing she got drunk and passed out in the bathroom, but it might also be an assault.”

Red said she’d come to the emergency room once the girl was examined and treated.

She needed to treat the cabin as a crime scene until they could figure out what happened. She asked dispatch to send another deputy up to watch the cabin until she could get more information.

Back in her car, Red rested her head on the steering wheel of the car for a moment. She was spreading her staff thin and breaking the overtime budget. Would she ever get to AV, After Vance?

It was now well past noon, and the granola bar for breakfast had worn off. Once Brenda arrived to search the cabin, Red headed for the Town Talk in hopes that the café would be quieter because it was Saturday. While it turned out to be busy, the back table was open as Scotty ushered her in. “I hear you saved that podcaster from kidnappers.”

Red groaned. “Where do you get all this information?”

“It’s in the air.” She motioned to all the people talking at tables.

Bernice and Georgia sat at the back table with coffee and pie. Bernice looked older than when Red had met her a couple of days ago. Even though her hair was freshly done in a style that highlighted her cheeks, she had dark circles under her eyes. Still, with her subtle makeup, Red could see the Bernice of sixty years ago. No wonder the boys found her attractive.

Georgia was telling her about the corner shelf that had been in the Judson family. “A beautiful piece. I can’t believe it sat in my shop all those years and I didn’t notice it.”

Bernice’s shoulders appeared to tense. “Ah yes. Another Judson artifact.”

Both Red and Georgia were startled by the bitterness in her voice. Georgia continued, “Well, I sold it last week. Perhaps the buyer is hoping to sell it to Vance for a lot of money.”

“Actually, she sold it to a classmate of yours. Neil Schmidt.”

“Oh, Nelly. He always did a lot of hand-wringing. We thought of him as a ‘nervous Nelly.’” She smiled at the recollection. “Back then, we wondered but never said anything. I always suspected he liked boys rather than girls.”

Scotty came over with a cup of coffee and a salad for Red. “You need to eat something healthy.”

“What’s wrong with a cheeseburger and fries? I put ketchup on it, and we all know ketchup is a vegetable.”

“Pfft. Don’t get me started.”

Scotty sat down next to Red. “So, tell me about the kidnapping.” The room suddenly quieted, and customers turned to listen.

Red raised her voice. “Can’t comment. Ongoing investigation.” After the noise of the room picked up, she spoke in a normal tone. “Let’s hear about the reunion tonight, Bernice. You certainly look good.”

“You’re full of…uh…crap. My daughter doesn’t like me to swear in her establishment.”

Georgia set down her mug of coffee before speaking. “It’s out at the country club, isn’t it?”

Bernice frowned. “Ironic that my dad couldn’t afford to join back then. Even though it was considered a public course.”

Lykkins Lake had a mediocre eighteen-hole golf course and a country club building that had a tired 1980s look to it. Beldon was hoping Vance might fund a new clubhouse along with the arena and community center. That was part of the reason the reunion was being held there. Beldon had set up a display of the proposed new building at the entrance to the banquet hall.

Georgia filled her in on the plans for a new clubhouse and a revived course. “In truth, I like to golf, but it has always been a rich man’s sport. I assume Vance is a golfer. Isn’t that where all the deals are done?”

Bernice played with her slice of pie, cutting a piece but not eating it. “I’m sure he is. He was on the high school golf team, and his father was known to win local tournaments.” Again, the bitterness in her voice.

A customer called out to Scotty, “Can I get a refill here?”

“Sorry, gotta go. Just one more little piece of gossip for you. I talked with Charlie this morning. I think he was seriously hungover. He said he was going to meet with Mitch. Do you think he’ll ask for an apology?”

Georgia answered with a note of scorn. “I think he’s going to ask for an audience with the Pope.”

“Hah, good luck with that,” Bernice added.

Red wondered if even Bernice was being kept away from Vance. Homecoming king and queen and all. She was finishing her salad when her phone rang. “Excuse me.” She took the call outside. Sherry from the hospital let her know that they were admitting Apple for observation. “I need to talk with her. Is she sober enough?”

Sherry laughed. “Funny how getting stitches in your head can wake you up. She’s cranky, but you can come on over.”

On her way to the hospital, Red noted the number of people out taking advantage of one of the last fall days. The sound of lawnmowers mulching leaves was mixed with the swishing of broom rakes gathering them up. When Red was a child, people would rake their leaves into a pile on the street and burn them. Fall was always filled with a campfire aroma. Burning had given way to mulching, which had kept the air cleaner and the threat of grassfires down. Still, she missed it.

The parking lot was nearly empty of cars. She stood for a moment, gazing at the helipad and wondering what had gone through Mitch’s mind to draw his gun. She suspected he had a need to show his strength to both his father and Vance. Scratching the spidery itch on the back of her neck, she walked in.

Several people sat in the emergency waiting area wearing surgical masks like the one Andy Sawyer had described. It reminded her to talk with Jason and see if he’d gotten a better description of the man with the flyers from the other boy.

Sherry met her outside the room where Apple was sleeping. “I called her parents to let them know she’s here. They said she was an adult and could sign for herself. I guess they weren’t worried about her.”

When Red had contacted them, Apple’s parents hadn’t seen her in at least six months and had no information on what might have happened to her. They’d said the same thing about her being an adult. Red guessed Apple had long ago worn her parents down. The person who seemed the most worried was her roommate, Cam.

The blinds were closed, and the only sound in the room was the clicking of the IV machine and Apple’s soft snoring. In the shadowy room, Apple lay curled up on her side with a bandage just below her hairline. Asleep, she appeared to be a child. Red was tempted to not wake her up. Except, if she’d been abducted, she might still be in danger.

Sherry came in with her and shook Apple’s shoulder with a gentle, “Apple, time to wake up.”

Apple opened her eyes halfway and let them shut again.

Sherry whispered, “We gave her medicine to keep her calm. She’s going to be groggy when we get her awake.”

It took three more times, with Sherry raising her voice each time, before Apple woke up. She blinked hard, staring at Red. “What happened?”

Red sat down next to her. “We think you drank a lot and passed out, hitting your head. What do you remember?”

Apple patted the bandage on her head. “Not much. Guess I got a little stir crazy. My phone…” She opened her eyes wide. “Where’s my phone?”

Red kept a reassuring tone to her voice. “We have it at the nurse’s station charging.”

“Everything happened so fast.”

This did not sound like a kidnapping. Red chose her words carefully. “Apple, you’ve been missing since last week. How did you end up at the cabin?”

Apple was awake now, and she hesitated before answering. “I…I just needed some time away?” She looked at Red as if she would agree that this was the right answer.

Waltz would advise to never accuse an interviewee of lying, at least not at first. Better to catch them in the lie than to put them on the defensive and have them stop talking.

“Time away?” Red fixed her gaze on Apple.

The girl seemed to shrink back. “Um, sure. With the investigation and all, I needed a break.”

She’d been investigating for less than a week when she suddenly got the urge to disappear? “This was your decision? No one threatened you?”

“Uh…no. My decision completely.”

“You booked the cabin and stayed there alone?”

“That’s what I said.”

Red sat back a little to show her she was reflecting on her words. “Apple, I find this confusing. Your roommate reported you missing and said you missed an important meeting about funding for your podcast.”

Apple turned away from Red. “I’m kind of tired. Can we talk later?”

Red felt some sympathy for the girl. She was hungover and had a nasty cut on her head. Still, she was lying, and Red needed to make sure she wasn’t in danger or covering for someone else.

“Just a few more questions.”

“What?”

Red decided to be blunt. “You’ve been in hiding, which makes me wonder if you’re in danger. Are you afraid of something?”

Wetting her lips with her tongue, she whispered, “No. Not running. Not hiding. Decided on my own.”

Red leaned close enough to smell the stale odor of alcohol on her breath. “Why?”

“Can I have a drink of water?” The girl pointed to a glass with a bent straw on the table next to the bed. After she’d had a sip, she handed it back to Red. “He said if I stayed away until after the reunion, he’d get me an interview with Vance and help promote the podcast.”

“Who told you this?”

Apple’s body stiffened under the sheets. “A guy. Just a guy.”

“Can you tell me who he is?”

Apple rolled onto her side. “Really sleepy now. Don’t want to talk more.”

Red worked to keep the frustration out of her voice. “One more question. Did you discover something about Roddy’s death?”

“Was going to ask Tim.” She closed her eyes.

“Tim Watson?”

Instead of replying, Apple pressed her mouth shut and made a snoring sound.

She doesn’t know about Tim. What was the deal?

Had she discovered something that needed to be kept quiet? Despite the October sunshine, Red felt a darkness resting on her shoulders.

“Apple, if you’re talking about Tim Watson, he was murdered.”

Apple made a gasping sound, burying her head deeper into the pillow. A tear rolled down from the side of her eye. Red waited at least five minutes, but Apple did not respond.
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BELNOR PROPERTIES


Ed was sweeping the steps of the courthouse when Red returned from the hospital. The courthouse and the lawn were his family as far as Red knew. If it snowed on the weekend, he would make sure the steps were shoveled and the parking lot plowed. If leaves dropped on a Saturday, he’d be there with his rake and leaf blower.

“Nice day,” he called out.

“Indian summer.”

“Good for those old folks going to the reunion.”

Red walked past him and then stopped. “Ed, do you know that rental cabin up on Hammer Lake?”

“You mean the one where that podcaster was being held? I heard you got her free from the kidnappers.” He tipped his John Deere cap at her.

“Um…not exactly a kidnapping.” She refrained from explaining. One thing she knew about Ed, he couldn’t keep a story straight. “I’m wondering if you know who owns the place?”

He took off his cap, wiped his brow, and put it back on. “Used to belong to those Petersons back in the day. I guess they sold it off, though. I heard it was to some corporation or something.”

Jason was waiting for her at the door of her office. “Hey, I hear you rescued the podcaster from a gang of kidnappers.”

Red took off her jacket and hung it up. “Where do those stories come from?”

“I could try to track it down.”

She sat down and motioned for Jason to sit. “What did you find out from the other kid?”

He smiled, looking a little chagrined. “Not much more than you got out of Andy. Medium height, baseball cap, dark glasses, and the mask. He said the guy even wore gloves like he didn’t want to leave fingerprints.”

“Well, we know it wasn’t Connie because he was home all day. And his son Matty was working, so we can rule them out.”

“Word on the street is that he was one of those out-of-town protesters trying to start a riot. Might have been one of those Mexican gang members, and why haven’t you called immigration?”

Red rested her head in her hands for a moment before speaking. “If that’s the case, you should know I have them on speed dial. Got to protect the county.”

For a moment, Jason raised his eyebrows in surprise.

“I’m kidding, of course.” Red spent sleepless nights thinking about whether she would cooperate with immigration if pressed. Over the last few years, the number of immigrants moving to Pearsal County had grown. She knew that both the hospital and the nursing home would be lost without them to care for the patients.

She filled him in on what she’d learned from Apple. “It looks to me like someone convinced her to hide out until after the reunion with a promise of an interview with Vance and possibly some money.”

“Makes her investigation more important if someone wanted to stop her.”

Red tapped a pencil on her desk. “And here’s a new wrinkle. She said she was going to talk with Tim, and when I told her he had been murdered, she stopped talking. I wonder if she’d already been in contact with him?”

“What do you want me to do?”

“See if you can get hold of someone from the Lawson Property Management company. Not sure they’ll be available on the weekend. I want to know who rented the place. I doubt Apple could afford it.”

The first thing Red did after Jason left was call Brenda and relieve her of guard duty on the cabin. “The podcaster says she was there on her own. No one kidnapped her, and no one assaulted her.”

“Well, whatever the case, she certainly left a mess. She won’t be getting her deposit back.”

Red sat back in her chair and reviewed what she had gathered about Apple’s disappearance. She’d been reported missing a week ago before Tim’s body had been found. Yet, she’d mentioned Tim’s name. Why? Opening her laptop, she drafted an addendum to her original report on Apple’s disappearance.

She added the information Apple had given her at the cabin. What had she said exactly? Red chided herself for not writing it down right after they’d taken her away. Something about being paid to stay away. However, what stood out for her were the car keys. She said they had taken her car keys. Maybe she agreed to go to the cabin but was stranded because they had her keys? And who was “they”?

Red shook her head in frustration. If Apple was there by choice, she certainly could have walked out. Her supposed reward for staying after the reunion must have been a big one.

Her phone rang with Scotty’s ID. “You didn’t stay for my apple pie a la mode.”

“I was dealing with a different Apple. Sorry.”

The usual café background noise was gone, replaced by the sound of dishes being bussed. “I closed shop and told everyone to go home. I’m exhausted. Wondering if you’d like to sneak in for that pie?”

Red looked at her half-finished report and thought through all she had to do before the reunion this afternoon. “I might have to pass.”

“I remembered to put sugar in the apples. Would that entice you?”

“Hmmm…”

“Here’s the thing. I asked Mom about the Luckies and what she thought about them dropping off all of a sudden. I want to talk with you about it—somewhere other than at home, where she could hear me.”

Red checked the time. She had two hours before she needed to get home, shower, and dress in something other than polyester for the reunion. Whether Beldon liked it or not, she planned to attend and observe from the sidelines.

“Tell you what, I need to make a few phone calls, but I should be over in about thirty minutes. Will you still be around?”

“With this mess of dirty dishes? I might be here until midnight.”

The call ended, and Red held her phone, thinking again about the Binesi cabin. The county recorder’s office was closed for the weekend, but she had a better source. Checking her contacts list, she called Cal, a retired deputy. Cal had the amazing ability to remember details about people and places in Pearsal County. He wasn’t the most efficient or competent deputy, but he was a wealth of information. He might even be considered a savant when it came to property ownership details.

Cal answered on the seventh ring. “Sheriff. Have you forgotten I’m retired?”

“Want your job back?”

“Hell no. People told me I’d miss it. People were wrong. Just getting myself ready for deer hunting season. I’m hoping for a buck this year. No luck last year. After that, when the lake freezes over, I’ll do a little fishing.”

“Sounds like you are keeping yourself out of trouble. I have a question for you.”

“The answer might cost you a beer one of these days at Cuttery’s. You know the county owes me about six years of overtime.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. The beer I can do even on my budget. The six years of overtime might be a problem. Here’s the question. Remember the old Peterson Perch that became the Binesi Retreat rental? Do you know who owns it?”

“You mean where you found that kidnapped girl?”

“What? Did someone broadcast this on national television? It seems that everyone knows it was a kidnapping except me.”

“I figured that much.” He chuckled.

“When the word gets out that it wasn’t a heroic act on the part of the sheriff, my reputation will suffer.” She pictured Beldon telling the Town Talk customers that she’d made up the kidnapping to make herself look good. “I’m wondering about the cabin because that’s where I found her.”

“Let me see, Peterson died intestate with no known heirs. I believe the place went to auction about six years ago.” He paused. “Bought out by Belnor Properties.”

Red let out an audible groan. Belnor. Two of the owners of Belnor were Beldon Rafferty and his wife. Wherever she looked, his smug face popped up.

“Do they still own it?”

“Well, I haven’t kept up like I used to, but I’ve heard Belnor is still buying places for short-term rental. It’s raised property values, which is good for the county but bad for the people who’ve lived here a long time. Can’t afford the taxes.”

“Thanks, Cal, you just saved me several hours of research. Sure you don’t want to come back?”

He laughed. “And work for you again?”

She sat back and closed her eyes, taking in this information. It would make sense that Beldon wouldn’t want Apple prying into the old death. And, more importantly, bothering Vance. He’d already hired his son. Would he also buy her off with a promise of an interview? And would he strand her in the cabin by taking her car keys? And what about Tim Watson? How was he connected to Apple?

Suddenly the apple pie a la mode was looking good. Red needed to clear her head.
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THE INVITATION


The “closed” sign was up on the door to the Town Talk, but the door wasn’t locked. Scotty, broom in hand, greeted Red when she walked in. The room smelled of a combination of Scotty’s lasagna special and a citrus cleanser that Scotty claimed was all organic. The tables appeared scrubbed and ready for tomorrow’s Sunday morning post-church crowd.

Red settled with a sigh into the chair at the back table. There was something melancholy about the deserted restaurant. A sense of life that had ebbed away when the last customer left. It reminded her of the abandoned bar up north. If only those walls could talk.

Scotty brought two plates with slices of pie a la mode and sat down with a groan. “This reunion has been great for my bottom line, but I’m exhausted.”

So am I. Red did not say the words out loud, but she was tired, and most of it was mental, not physical.

For a few minutes, Scotty wound down by chattering about a couple of rude customers. “I hate when those guys walk in the door with their red caps and their smarmy attitude. Today one of them gave my helper a pat on the rump and laughed like it was the funniest thing when she jumped. I wanted her to claim assault, but she wanted to let it go.”

To Red’s surprise, the pie was light and flakey and just tart enough. “This is amazing. You’ve finally gotten the touch. Maybe leaving out the broccoli was a good idea.”

“Hah! Who says I bake broccoli into my pies?”

“Your customers.” Red took another forkful.

“First off, I’ve never put broccoli or any green vegetable into my pies. Yes, maybe in the meatloaf…”

Red raised her eyebrows. “Uh-huh.”

Scotty folded her arms. “Believe it or not, my mother baked five pies this morning for me.”

“You two getting on better?”

“It helped to get the Charlie Poole soap opera out of the way. So, yes and no. Something else is still bothering her. But I can’t ask, or she’d probably go ballistic.”

Red finished the pie, wishing for another slice. “Best let her decide what she wants to tell you.” She thought about the sexual assault and wondered if Bernice would ever reveal it to her daughter.

“This morning, she used the word ‘reckoning’ again. I feel like something is going to come to a head at this reunion tonight, but I have no idea what it might be.”

Red shared Scotty’s unease but couldn’t articulate why she felt that way other than looking at the fate of the Luckies. “Did you ask her what she meant by ‘reckoning’?”

“No, but I did ask her how she felt about seeing her old classmates. She had a strange reaction to the question.” Scotty wiped her lips with a paper napkin. “She said, ‘The ten-year and twenty-year reunions are look-at-me reunions. See what I’ve achieved since high school. As the years go by, it becomes look-at-my-children and then look-at-my-grandchildren reunions. This one is simply a chance to say good-bye.”

“Well, that’s not much of a day brightener.” Red remembered her mother’s fiftieth class reunion before the dementia robbed her of so much. Maybe it was her chance to say goodbye. “Did she say anything else?”

“At that point, the oven timer dinged, and we had to get the pies in. We kind of lost the thread.” She pushed a tendril of her salt-and-pepper hair out of her face. “Except when she talked about a ‘reckoning,’ and I sensed she meant something was going to happen tonight.”

Red sat up a little straighter. “Did she say anything specific?”

“No, but she said it was time the truth came out, and she planned to see that it was done.”

Red took out her phone and pulled up the photo of the invitation with the handwriting on it. “Note the word ‘agreement.’”

“Red, where did you get this?”

“I found it at George’s. It turned out Gary and Neil had also gotten a note like this. I don’t know what it means, except I’m told Vance called Roddy ‘the Jukebox.’” The nagging voice in Red’s head chided her for revealing this information to Scotty. However, it wasn’t evidence in a crime—at least not yet.

“I need to ask Mom if she got one. Maybe that’s why she’s talking about the truth.”

“Did she do any more reminiscing while you were bonding over apple pie?”

“I asked her how she felt about seeing people after all these years.” Scotty closed her eyes for a moment. “As I recall, as soon as she talked about truth and reckoning, she clammed up. Turned into her old self and started in on me about why I stay in this hellhole.”

“Hellhole?”

“Mother can be dramatic. I think she blames the town for the fact that she and Dad had a shaky relationship. You know, Dad was a lot older, and he died when I was almost out of high school. Mom held on long enough for me to graduate before she sold the house and fled to California and husband number two.”

Red wished she could tell Scotty about the rape. It might explain Bernice better to her daughter. Women who are sexually assaulted carry that burden for the rest of their lives.

“One other thing, when we were putting the apples into the pie pan, she said, ‘I’m not surprised about Timbo. He got what he deserved, and maybe the others did, too.’” Scotty rubbed her arms as if to ward off a chill. “Pretty harsh, even coming from my mother.”

Red wished she knew the whole story but didn’t want to get Scotty more involved than she already was.

“Oh yes, she also told me she was going to an after-reunion gathering. When I asked where and with whom, she looked at me the same way a snotty teen does and said, ‘None of your business.’ I hope it’s just the prom princesses she’s planning to see.”

Red tucked that information away. She didn’t like the idea of Bernice going to an after party, but it wasn’t any of her business. “If she’s been drinking, I hope she has the sense to call you for a ride.”

Scotty had a thoughtful look. “I’m lending her my car. I will have a chat with her before giving up the keys.”

After checking her watch, Red pushed her chair back. “Would love to stay and hear more about mother-daughter relationships, but the fancy reunion calls.”

“You’re attending?”

“Pretty much over Beldon’s dead body—so to speak. Too many loose threads here, plus a homicide of one of the participants. I’m planning to wear a skirt.”

The fork clattered from Scotty’s hand. “You’re what? Are you sure you own one?”

“Wore one for my college graduation.”

“Four hundred years ago.”

Red laughed. “Okay, pick yourself up off the ground. I’m planning to look like a sheriff with clean slacks and a newly pressed cotton shirt, not my usual no-wrinkle polyester.”

She was still chuckling at Scotty’s reaction when her phone rang as she walked back to the courthouse. It was the dispatcher. “Sheriff, we just got a call from the hospital. They can’t find that podcaster woman.”

Instead of checking in at the office, she hurried to her car. Overhead, the sky remained a clear hazy blue. She wondered when the clouds would blow in. “Oh, Apple, where have you gone?”

Red was not acquainted with the second-shift charge nurse at the hospital. She was a temp covering while they looked for a replacement for the long-time nurse who retired a month ago. Finding qualified nurses was as much of a headache for the hospital as finding qualified deputies for Red’s department.

The nurse was young and spoke with an accent. Red suspected she was from the Philippines. “The aide checked on her an hour ago. But when I went in to do her vitals, the bed was empty.”

“No one saw her leave?”

“No, and we don’t have the paperwork we need. She left against medical advice, and she didn’t sign.”

If Apple was sneaking out, she probably didn’t plan to stop at the nurse’s station to let them know. And if she was taken against her will…Red didn’t want to go there. Apple’s hospital room was empty, with the bedsheets tossed aside and a little spot of blood on the bottom sheet. She pointed to it.

“Took out her IV,” the nurse told her.

The aide walked into the room while they were talking. Red knew her because her husband had worked on her roof. “We’re looking for the patient who was in this bed. Apple Taylor. Do you know where she went?”

“When I checked on her, she was on her phone. She sounded excited.” The aide closed her eyes for a moment. “I don’t listen in, except she was kind of giggly. You know, like maybe high. Said something about getting a scope. But I don’t know what she means by that.”

“Could she have said ‘scoop’?” Red suggested.

“Yes, scoop, scope, yes, she was very excited.”

The apple pie gave Red heartburn as she debated driving to the cabin to see if Apple had gone back to pick up her things. Instead, she called the dispatcher and asked him to have a deputy check the cabin out. She felt the slow rise of anger. What was Apple up to? Red’s life had been in turmoil ever since that girl had shown up in her office.

What would Will do? More anger bubbled inside her. Damn it! Will wasn’t here to give advice. “This is yours to solve, girl,” she muttered.

At home, Red stood under the shower and let her mind wander as the hot water penetrated her tight muscles. She remembered the geese flying in the wrong direction, and in the steam of the shower, she wondered if Apple was the wrong direction. Maybe Apple knew less than she thought. She pictured her standing on the sidelines, trying to gather the information for her podcast.

Sidelines.

The phrase stuck in her head. Who else had said they were on the sidelines? Neil the professor, and even Roddy.

Every class had the elite and the wannabes. Red rode the cusp, sometimes part of the A-list and sometimes not. From what she knew, Vance and the Luckies were the A-list. What did it really mean?

When she stepped out of the shower, dripping but more relaxed, she checked her phone for messages. Her deputy had called in a report that the Binesi cabin was still a mess, but he hadn’t found any of Apple’s possessions. However, the blue car was still in the garage. Someone had taken her there. Beldon or Mitch? The Raffertys owned the cabin.

Time to dress in her sheriff’s finest and make her way to the country club. Hopefully it would be a quiet night of nostalgia for the class of ’65 and a quiet night for Red. That spidey sense, however, suggested it might not be so serene.
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BELDON’S BLOWUP


A large sign on an easel at the front door of the Golden Eagle Country Club said, “Welcome Class of 1965!”

Red watched from her car as the participants slowly entered. A small parade of people using canes and walkers and even wheelchairs headed the group. After they entered, a group of more robust alums followed.

Sixty years had worn down the smiling faces from the old yearbook. She remembered Bernice’s words, “A chance to say goodbye.” How many would be left for another reunion in ten years?

She noted that not everyone appeared to be aged and declining, however. Red wondered what made the difference. Good genes? Clean living? Not getting murdered?

“You are in a mood,” she said to herself. It was part of her unease and that feeling down into her belly that something was going to go wrong.

She observed Bernice talking animatedly as she greeted a couple of women at the door. Neil stood next to her, a stiff smile on his face. She pictured them in high school. Bernice, the vivacious popular girl, and Neil, the shy introvert. Interesting how things don’t change over the years.

A dark SUV pulled up. Mitch was driving, and when the vehicle stopped, he quickly got out to hold the door for Vance. The billionaire emerged and looked around like he was expecting someone or something. He was followed by the woman in the low heels. Today she wore a navy pantsuit and jacket. Red suspected she had a gun tucked away.

“Please don’t pull it out in the crowd,” she whispered to herself.

She wondered what story the woman could tell about guarding the rich man. She guessed she’d signed a nondisclosure agreement before taking on the job. It reminded her of an interview she’d once seen with a retired Secret Service agent. He said they learned to be invisible to the person they were guarding.

The woman stopped, scanned the area, and nodded to herself. She then joined Vance at his side. When Vance approached the door where Bernice was standing, she looked over at him and quickly back to the person she was talking to. Neil held out his hand and shook Vance’s. They had a short conversation before going inside.

A few more people straggled in. According to the agenda, the cocktail mixer went until six, then the food would be served. The sun was setting over the rolling hills of the golf course as six o’clock approached. It cast a golden light as it edged over the horizon. Golden sunset, golden years. Time to see if she could get a minute with Vance.

Red walked into the lobby. Several people stood gathered around the model of the proposed new clubhouse. Next to it was a drawing of the revamped golf course. Beldon acted like a pitchman talking with Vance. He caught a glimpse of Red, and a flush rose up his neck.

“Excuse me.” Marching over to Red, he could barely control his voice. “You weren’t invited.”

“Since you are concerned about the safety of our guests, I thought I should at least show them that the sheriff’s office is present. Is that a problem?” She forced a sweet smile as she looked over Beldon’s shoulder and waved at Vance. “I think I will say hello to our guest of honor.”

She walked to the group. Vance stood with the woman quietly at his side. She pointed to the drawing of the course. “Did you golf here as a student?”

He studied her for a moment, as if to determine whether she was worthy of a reply. In a slightly nasal voice, he told her, “On the golf team. We went to the regionals senior year.”

From inside the banquet hall came the ringing of a bell. Vance turned to the door. “Looks like it’s time for the rubber chicken.”

Red gently touched his shoulder. “Wait. Can I ask you a question?” She held her phone with the photo of the invitation. “Did you get one of these?”

His expression was a mixture of fear and something else. “No.” He turned and walked into the banquet room to the sound of the Beatles singing “I wanna hold your hand.”

Red was surprised that he didn’t have the charisma she expected from one who had built up so much wealth. Wasn’t it done with deals? She remembered watching an early episode of The Apprentice with Donald Trump and noting something charismatic about him. She’d been both fascinated and disgusted at the same time. He appealed to something base in the human psyche. Vance seemed dry and uninteresting in comparison.

While she was watching Vance enter the room, a hand clasped her shoulder. She turned to see Beldon, still red-faced, staring at her.

With slow deliberation, she said, “Take your hand off me.” She used a tone of anger she rarely invoked.

“I was in the middle of a negotiation when you interrupted me,” he huffed.

I pointed to the banquet hall. “Go ahead and negotiate. I’m going to stay on the sidelines and make sure this crowd doesn’t get rowdy and trash the place. Or worse, someone not in my employ decides to pull a gun out.”

Beldon’s red face turned a deep scarlet. “Mitch can handle things,” he spit out.

As if she’d forgotten it, she replied, “Oh, by the way, we found the missing podcaster. She was holed up in a cabin you own. Know anything about it?” As soon as the words were out, Red regretted saying them to him in this public place in a sarcastic voice.

Beldon stormed away without replying.

Embarrassment swept through her. “Not respectful, Red. You might not like him, but he’s also one of your constituents.”

Standing in the doorway of the banquet hall, she observed the alums and spouses sitting at round tables. The class of ’65 originally had seventy graduates. She counted a total of forty people, including spouses—less than half of the graduating class was attending the reunion. While the music of the sixties played in the background, Red noticed something subdued about the group. Almost a sense of grief at what had been lost over the sixty years.

She knew part of what she was experiencing had to do with her own loss. With the anniversary approaching, Red felt it in her bones. It was time for her to go home. Vance wasn’t going to give her an interview, and the banquet appeared to be progressing without problems. She called the dispatcher and asked to have Brenda replace her and watch for any disturbance.

An hour later, she sat in the recliner with a glass of wine and tried to shake an unsettled feeling. Tomorrow Vance would be gone and the county would be back to normal—Friday night football, bingo at the Catholic church, and maybe a good candidate for her deputy position.

Maybe Tim’s murder would be magically solved. A Mafia-like hitman from Florida confessing. George would recover and go back to his museum of scavenged junk. And Apple would move on after she found no smoking guns in Pearsal County.

Blue jumped off her lap and asked to be let out. Red took her wineglass with her and stood in the patio doorway as he trotted off the deck and into the woods. A bright, starry night with a full moon. She relaxed to the night sounds and decided all would be well.

Her phone rang while Blue was still outside. It was Jason.

“Hey, how’s the reunion going?”

“I escaped. Couldn’t stand to hear another Monkees song.”

Jason laughed. “You know those songs are so old they’re considered retro, and I even listen to them.”

Blue trotted in, his paws wet from the gathering dew. “What can I do for you?”

“I want a gold star. It took some investigating, but I finally reached a Lawson Property person about that cabin.”

Red interrupted, “I found out it’s owned by Beldon and company.”

“Yeah, that’s what they told me. But that wasn’t who rented it.” He paused for drama. “Roddy Thompson.”

“Wait, he’s dead. What’s going on?”

“I asked the same question and had the person I talked with look a little deeper into the rental information.”

Red wondered if someone thought this was a joke. “Did you come up with something?”

Jason sounded victorious. “Neil Schmidt. The professor.”

“Oh my God. Not the answer I expected.”

Any peace Red might have felt a few minutes ago was gone. “Jason, I might need you later. Don’t spend the evening at Cuttery’s, okay?”

“Overtime?”

She sighed before she hung up. She needed a few minutes to process what she’d heard. Her next call was to the number she had for Apple. It went directly to voicemail, but she left a curt message. “Apple, this is Sheriff Red. Call me as soon as you get this.”

Scrolling through her phone, she looked for the number for Cam, Apple’s roommate. “Where the hell is it!” A voice in her head that sounded like Will told her to calm down and check the file on her laptop. When she pulled it out and set it up on the kitchen table, it seemed like it took hours to boot up and get through security. Meanwhile, she also texted Apple with the same message.

“Damn it, you better be okay.”

When she finally got into the document on the missing Apple, she held her breath as she quickly paged through the notes. Cam’s number was close to the end.

She punched it in, trying to tamp down the anxiety she felt. “Answer the phone!” The phone rang six times before he answered. “Sup?” He sounded drunk.

“Cam? This is Sheriff Red Hammergren in Pearsal County. Is Apple with you?”

“Sleeping.”

“Go wake her. It’s important.” She now knew that Cam was the person Apple had called to come and get her. She bit back her anger at the girl’s disappearing act. But at least she was okay.

Apple sounded meek when she answered the phone. “Sorry, Sheriff. I just wanted to get home.”

“I have a couple of questions for you, and it’s important that you are honest. Lives are at stake.” She didn’t care that she’d used a dramatic cliché. Lives were at stake. She just didn’t quite know whose or how.

“Okay?”

“Tell me about the scoop you think you have.”

The meekness disappeared as Apple replied, “That’s none of your business.”

“Did it have anything to do with Tim Watson?”

“Why do you want to know?” She had the tone of a sulky teenager.

Red heard Cam titter in the background. “That’s telling her.”

Red raised her voice. “Tim Watson is dead. He was murdered a week ago while everyone was out looking for you!” The anger came out in the way she emphasized the words.

Apple’s reply was a soft. “I heard. I was supposed to meet him tomorrow. He said he’d tell me the whole story.”

“Apple, who else knew you were going to talk with him?”

She hesitated. “Only the professor. He’s the one who told me I could get an exclusive interview with Vance.”

Red cut her off. “Please, please stay in Minneapolis with Cam. Do not come here. You might be in danger.”

Her next call was to Scotty. “Hey, is your mother back from the reunion yet?”

“Red, it’s only nine o’clock. I know old people go to bed early, but the party isn’t over until eleven.”

“Call me as soon as you see her, okay?”

“Is something wrong?”

Before she could answer, a call came in from the dispatcher. “Sorry, Scotty. Got to go. Call me when she gets home.”

Red’s weekend dispatcher had a husky voice of someone who smoked too many cigarettes. “I just fielded a call from Connie Thompson’s wife. She said he’s upset and acting crazy. We’re kind of shorthanded here, but I can pull a deputy if you think someone needs to go.”

“I’ll go.”

Outside, a cloud obscured the moon as Red hurried to her car. Red feared someone was going to die tonight.
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WHAT THE FIELDS SAW


On her way to Connie’s, she called Brenda. “I need you to make sure Vance, Bernice, and Neil Schmidt are still there. If they try to leave, keep them entertained. Don’t let them out of your sight.”

The front porch light was on when Red pulled up, and Connie was pacing in the yard.

“Connie. Are you all right?”

Connie’s wife, Judy, stood on the steps with a worried expression. Instead of the anger and hostility she’d exhibited earlier, she was tearful. “I can’t get him to stop pacing. I’ve never seen him like this before.”

Red approached him the same way she’d approached Lucas last week. She kept her voice soft. “Connie, what’s going on?”

He stopped and looked at her as if he’d never seen her before. He had an expression that reminded Red of a worried child. “It all came back.” He flexed his hands like he wasn’t sure what to do with them.

“Can we sit down and talk? Maybe your wife could make us a pot of coffee?” She turned and nodded to Judy.

Connie wrinkled his brow. “I don’t know. I don’t know.”

Carefully Red reached out and took Connie’s arm. “It’s okay. We’re going to have some coffee, and you can tell me all about it.” She worked to keep the tension out of her voice.

She led him up the steps and into the kitchen, where Judy measured ground coffee and poured water into a Mr. Coffee. “Let’s sit here.” She guided him to a kitchen chair. “Okay?”

Connie sat down heavily on the chair and immediately put his head down on the table like he was exhausted. His wife opened her mouth as if to protest, and Red shook her head at her. She needed to give him a little time to settle.

On the counter, the coffee gurgled and spit as it brewed. Connie shuddered and lifted his head, tears in his eyes. “I saw it, and I didn’t do anything.”

Red sat next to him, her hand lightly on his shoulder. “Tell me.”

He hesitated, blinking hard. Then, taking a deep breath, the words tumbled out of him. His voice was high-pitched and pressured, like that of the ten-year-old he was when he’d witnessed his brother’s murder.

“They were always there on Saturday night. Those boys and sometimes that girl. Roddy liked to hang around their table, and they teased him a lot. At first, I thought it was funny. But it wasn’t. They were mean, and the girl laughed with them. I didn’t like her.”

He stopped when Judy set a mug of coffee in front of him. “Here, Connie, it’s decaf like you drink in the evening.”

He lifted the mug to his lips as if that would help the memory go away. Red kept her hand on his shoulder. “You didn’t like her?”

“She ignored me because I was too little to be bothered with. But Roddy said she was nice. He liked everyone. He was so sweet. Always smiling, and I followed him around. Sometimes he called me his cute little brother puppy.” He set his coffee down and closed his eyes as he spoke. “I was his puppy.” He rubbed his forehead. “But when he needed me, I just stood and watched, and then I hid.”

Red signaled Judy to sit. She was planted at the end of the table, her mouth open. “I never heard this before.”

Repressed memory after all those years. Red’s heart went out to the little kid who was Roddy’s puppy. “Connie, what did you see?”

He rubbed his neck as a tear slid down his cheek. “I saw the girl slide a note across the table. It fell on the floor, and Roddy picked it up. He smiled like he was so happy. He helped clear some of the tables after that. It was busy and noisy, and the jukebox was playing. Then, when Dad wasn’t looking, he went behind the bar and sneaked a couple of bottles of stuff he wasn’t supposed to have.”

Red thought about the note she’d found at the abandoned bar. Perhaps this was the beginning of the night in hell for Bernice and the Luckies. “Do you know what was in the note?”

Connie shook his head. “But it was bad, because Roddy showed it to one of the other boys, and they went out back and that girl followed him. I ran after him and said, ‘Roddy, you’re not supposed to have these.’ He told me not to tell. ‘Don’t ever tell Mom and Dad about this, promise?’ And I promised.” He took a long, shuddering breath.

Judy interrupted. “Connie, maybe you should forget it. Remember your blood pressure?”

Red again shook her head and frowned, putting her finger to her lips. “What happened after they all went out?”

Connie’s hand shook as he lifted the coffee mug. “I hid behind that big oak in the back and watched. They had a campfire, and I wanted to be with them. I thought they’d roast marshmallows, and I could join them. I even picked up a stick for it. Except they were just drinking from the bottles and laughing and being loud. It went on for a long time, and I must have fallen asleep for a while.”

A clock ticked on the wall above the kitchen table. It was now eleven, and the reunion would be breaking up. Red felt tension grow in her body all the way down to her toes. She hadn’t touched the coffee in front of her.

“But when you woke up, you saw something?” Red prompted.

“They dragged that girl into the field and were laughing so loud, and Roddy was with them. I wanted to yell at him to come back. To get away from the boys. Something bad was happening, but I couldn’t talk. Like in a dream when you want to call for help and you can’t. I didn’t know what was happening.” His hands rolled into fists. “It was so dark. But the moon was out, and I saw a naked butt. One of them was on top of the girl, and the others were yelling. I knew Dad would be very angry about someone being naked in the field behind the bar.”

“Stop!” Judy rose from her seat, her face white. “That’s enough! We don’t have to hear this.”

“Judy.” Red used the tone she’d learned from settling unruly adolescents. Firm and forceful. “You need to either sit down or leave the room.”

Judy looked confused. “What?”

Connie stared at his wife with unseeing eyes. He was in the world of a ten-year-old.

Before Connie spoke again, Bernice’s tearful words about that night came to Red. If Connie was right, she’d been raped by one or more of the Luckies.

“Connie, what happened next?”

Connie slowly turned to Red, his face pale and sweaty. “They had a baseball bat. When they were sitting around the fire, they used it to hit the empty bottles. One of them took the bat and hit the naked one. I closed my eyes and couldn’t look. I should have stopped them. I should have yelled, but I was scared and it was dark.” The tears rolled down his cheeks as he sobbed. “I ran back to the bar and hid in a closet and fell asleep and didn’t wake up until I heard my mother screaming, ‘No! No!’ And Roddy was dead.”

He took a deep, shuddering breath, and his shoulders relaxed. Blinking, he looked at Red. “That’s what I remembered.”

Judy stared at him in disbelief. “You saw all of that?”

Connie looked exhausted. “I guess so. But I didn’t remember until now. What’s wrong with me?”

Red took her hand off his shoulder. “Connie, do you know who hit your brother?”

He rubbed his eyes. “I don’t know—maybe it was Vance. But the others watched. And the girl was so still.”

A little boy watching this and not remembering. Red pictured the oak tree behind Kitty’s and the fields beyond. It occurred to her that besides the Luckies and Connie, the fields were the only witness.

Judy moved to a chair across from Connie, looking stunned. “You never told anyone about this?”

“I didn’t remember until now. For me, that night was blank. I was at the bar, bussing dishes for Dad, and then I was at Roddy’s funeral. Everything else was just a shadow.”

“Was it the reunion that brought it back?” Judy pressed. “Is that what happened?”

Slowly, he nodded. Red glanced at the clock. It was now 11:30, and she prayed Bernice was on her way back to Scotty’s and the reunion was complete and there was peace in the county.

She stood. “Excuse me. I need to check in with my deputy. Connie, finish your coffee, and we can talk a little more.”

She stepped outside. The temperature had dropped, sending a chill through her. But the moon shone bright as she took out her phone to call Brenda. Before she could hit the button, Connie came stumbling out the front door.

“Oh my God, Sheriff! The jukebox. I knew he was up to something!”
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THE WEAPON


He tugged at Red’s sleeve. “Come, I need to show you!” He was gasping like he couldn’t get enough air. He led her to his workshop, their feet crunching on the gravel driveway. The night was silent, the crickets dormant and the birds asleep, the earth preparing for another freeze.

Connie snapped on the lights and hurried toward the back where he had an old jukebox. It looked like someone had bashed in the front of it. “Connie, what’s this all about?”

“It’s like the one he has. Like the one I worked on. I need to show you.”

“You mean Neil?” He was the key to all of this.

He showed her the wiring in the jukebox. “I helped him install his in the basement, and when I did, I told him about someone I knew who nearly got electrocuted because he had it set up wrong. See this chrome piece that goes around the outside of the box to frame the selection buttons?” He pointed to it. “I told him that if someone was touching that piece and then pressed a selection, it would complete a circuit, and they’d get a three-hundred-volt jolt.”

“Enough to kill?”

“Possibly.”

“Once I had it all fixed and set up for him, the professor called a couple of times, asking about the wiring. I didn’t think much of it, but I warned him not to change any of it. At first, I thought his questions were simply because he was a professor and curious. But I started to wonder after about the third call. I even offered to come to his place and check things out. He stopped calling after that.”

“What did he want to know?”

“He wanted to know if it could be wired in such a way that if you selected a particular song, it would short. When I asked him why he wanted to know, he said, ‘Oh, just curious.’”

Red stared at the old jukebox. “Is it possible he set it up that way?”

Connie looked stricken. “I gave him all the wiring information he would need to do it. To put it simply, you could wire it so when the button is pushed, it activates the solenoid and sends electricity to complete the circuit, assuming the person is touching or leaning on the chrome casting.” Connie ran his hand through his hair. “I can’t be sure he did anything about it. Maybe he really was just curious.”

Hiding away Apple until after the reunion. Red’s instinct said no.

Judy stood in the doorway and called out, “Connie, is everything all right?”

Connie stared at his hands. “I hope it doesn’t mean anything.”

Red closed her eyes for a moment, picturing Neil’s basement and the bar theme. “Connie, when you went to his place, did anything strike you about the decorating he was doing in the basement?”

He took a deep breath. “It looked a lot like my dad’s place. He even had a chalkboard with beer specials on the wall. Dad used to have a weekly special, and Mom would laugh because he liked to joke about the beer.” His lips curled into a half smile. “Even as a kid I knew we didn’t have ‘Pops Blue Ribbon beer.’”

At that moment, it hit Red. She stifled a gasp. The chalkboard filled out in a neat printing. Neat printing like she’d seen on the invitations.

As if the universe understood what was going on, Red’s phone rang, and Brenda’s name popped up.

“Sheriff, I’m at the country club. As people filed out, I looked for those three, but I couldn’t find them.”

“What about Mitch or the woman with Vance?”

“She’s here with me. He told her to go back to the Golden Deer. He didn’t need her, and he had some personal business to take care of. She said he left about thirty minutes ago with a couple of his classmates.”

“Brenda, call dispatch and have them locate Jason. Tell him I’ll meet him at Neil Schmidt’s place. Meanwhile, I want you to check with Beldon. Maybe they’re at an after party with him.”

When she ended the call, she asked Connie, “How do I stop this?”

“Keep everyone away from the jukebox, and pull the plug if you have to.”

Within minutes, she was speeding to Haasken Township and the replica of Jukebox Alley in the professor’s basement.
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RODDY’S SONG


On the way, Red called Scotty, who answered immediately. “Something is wrong, isn’t it?”

Red was nearing the county road to Neil’s house. “Scotty, is your mother home from the reunion?” She prayed the answer would be yes.

“No. And she’s not answering my texts. What’s the matter?”

Red turned left onto the gravel road. Away from the town lights, the road ahead was dark, and shadows danced in her peripheral vision. “Can you try calling her? If she answers, ask her to come home. Lie to her if you have to.”

Scotty’s voice had a quaver to it. “Why, Red?”

Red gripped the steering wheel so hard her hands ached. “Just a precaution. There might be some trouble with Vance. Do you know where she is?”

“First, she told me it was none of my business and I wasn’t her mother. Then after I said I just needed to know so I wouldn’t spend the night worrying about her, she said she was going to an after party with a few people at the professor’s house and she’d be home by midnight. But, Red, I could tell she wasn’t being honest. She’s in trouble, isn’t she?”

Red wished she could have been more reassuring, but she couldn’t lie to Scotty. Bernice was probably in a dangerous situation. She remembered the word “reckoning.” How did all of this fit together with a jukebox that might be wired to kill?

She gritted her teeth as she sped down the road, bumping on the washboard gravel.

The moon shone faintly through a veil of clouds when Red reached Neil’s house. Scotty’s Prius was parked in the driveway behind Neil’s car, which told her Bernice was here. When Red opened her car door, she smelled a hint of woodsmoke and the earthy scent of composting leaves. She took a deep breath of the chill air before hurrying to the front door.

At the door, she stopped to listen. An oldie rock-and-roll song was playing inside, a Beatles song Red remembered from her childhood that her mother would play on their stereo. Red tried the handle on the door. At first, it wouldn’t turn. She pressed the doorbell and heard it ring inside. No one answered.

“It’s Sheriff Red Hammergren.” She knocked and rang the bell again. No answer. With her jaw tensed, she twisted the knob and pushed the door open. Stepping inside Neil’s immaculate living room, she called out, “Hello? It’s Sheriff Red Hammergren doing a welfare check.” In one corner of the room, a lamp cast a low glow illuminating a framed black-and-white photo. Several flickering candles surrounded the photo like it was a shrine. The photo featured a grinning Roddy standing by his jukebox. Everything else was dark except for the bar of light coming from under the door to the basement.

She opened the basement door. “It’s Sheriff Red. Is everyone okay?” She was greeted by the gravelly sounds of Eric Burdon and the Animals singing “House of the Rising Sun.” The music rose as if the volume had been set for a dance. She stood at the top of the stairs, looking down at the bar. It was dimly lit, with the jukebox playing the song of a gambling house. Vance and Bernice stood side by side, leaning over the jukebox console and reading the selections.

Bernice’s voice was slurred. “So Nelly, you want us to pick out Roddy’s favorite song?”

Neil sat at the bar, drink in hand, and watched them with a glint in his eyes. “That’s right. If you can do that, we’ll be square on the agreement, and I’ll never tell what I saw.”

Vance turned to Neil with a confused expression. “What do you mean?”

Neil smiled. “I mean I won’t tell that podcaster what really happened that night.”

He hardly turned his head to acknowledge Red at the top of the stairs. “Vance and Bernie. The golden couple.” He spoke like he was in a dream. “I was a golden couple, too.”

Neither Vance nor Bernice responded as they read through the selections. “We should play all of these.”

Red walked halfway down the stairs, studying the basement layout. The polished wooden bar with the carefully collected knickknacks and a back shelf with bottles of various liquors. The Judson family shelf mounted in the corner. It appeared so authentic, yet off. Daily specials were written on a chalkboard hanging behind the bar. “Burger and a Grain Belt Premium $1.50.” The neat printing like the printing on the invitations.

Neil, still with a secret smile, noticed Red reading the chalkboard. “I didn’t have Jalmer’s sense of whimsy, so I played it straight. Did you know that a bottle of beer back then was about seventy-five cents? With inflation, you’re looking at nearly twenty bucks for a burger and a beer today.”

Red spoke loudly above the music. “Vance and Bernice, it’s Sheriff Red. Step away from the jukebox, please.”

They turned to her. Bernice swayed a little, and her voice slurred. “Did Scotty send you? This is none of her business.”

Vance’s brows knit in a glower. “Bernie’s right. This is none of your business.”

Still standing on the stairs, Red scrutinized the room. The jukebox must have been plugged into a wall socket behind it. If she could get to the plug-in, she could disable the machine. Behind the jukebox off in an alcove was the electrical box that held the circuit breakers. If she couldn’t unplug it, maybe she could flip the circuit breaker. She needed to buy time to ease herself close to the machine.

The song finished, and Bernice was about to press another selection when Red reached her. “Step away!” She tugged her away from the jukebox before turning to Vance. “You, too.”

Vance looked at her with the defiance of someone who was never challenged. “What’s this all about?”

“It’s about you and the death of your friend Tim Watson.”

Bernice’s eyes widened, and she swayed, spilling her drink on the heavy-duty floor mat in front of the jukebox. Red helped her into a chair at the table by the jukebox.

The anger in Vance’s voice was tinged with a little fear. Red felt it. She felt his uncertainty. “I wasn’t even in town for that.”

Buy more time. Keep the attention on Vance. The professor doesn’t know what I know.

She shrugged. “You have billions of dollars. You could easily pay someone.”

“What the hell? You think I hired someone to kill Timbo?”

Keep buying time.

Red moved closer to the space with the outlet and the breaker box. Neil sat at the bar, his lips curled in amusement. “Go on, Vance. Tell her what you did.”

The color rose up Vance’s cheeks. He wasn’t used to being confronted. “I didn’t do anything. What kind of bullshit is this? Are you after money, like that horse’s ass Beldon?”

Bernice rested her head on her arms and mumbled, “Tell her what you did.”

Red kept her eyes on Vance. “I know about the agreement.”

Neil’s secret smile turned into a grin. “Tell the sheriff how you bought off the investigation.”

Bernice lifted her head. “What agreement? What investigation?”

Neil cackled. “Poor little Vancey had to call his dad and tell him, ‘Oops, I accidentally killed someone.’ Daddy arranged with his friend the Dickson County sheriff to not do much of an investigation. How much money did he pay him?”

Red backed carefully toward the breaker box. Glancing at the wall, she saw that the outlet for the jukebox was behind it and not easy to reach without moving the machine. Better luck if she could get the breaker box open and flip the switch. Right now, the jukebox was a bomb waiting to be detonated.

“That’s bullshit!” Vance’s face was as red as Beldon’s had been when she’d confronted him. “I…I wasn’t even there that night!”

Bernice sat up straight, suddenly looking sober. “You paid people off so they wouldn’t talk about what you did to me?”

It was coming together. The agreement, the things the other Luckies told their kids. Sixty years of sorrow and guilt from a drunken night.

For a moment, Vance appeared to deflate. It took him a few seconds before he answered, “You can’t prove any of it. Nothing was written down.” He realized immediately that he had said the wrong thing. “I’m getting the hell out of here.”

Red was close to the breaker box. Bernice stood so fast the chair scraped against the floor. “Wait! Your father paid so no one would know how I was raped?”

Vance’s eyes widened in confusion. “What? No.”

The way he said it sounded like a sexual assault was not worthy of a payoff. Bernice marched over to him at the same time Red reached the box.

“Dad paid them off so no one would say anything about how Nelly over there bashed Roddy in the back of the head.”

For a moment, the room was dead silent. Even Red was astounded. “What?”

Neil flew off his stool. He grabbed the baseball bat leaning against the bar and came swinging at Vance. The first blow glanced off his shoulder. Red was torn away from the breaker box. In three giant steps, she pushed Vance away from Neil and the bat.

“Grab Bernice and take her upstairs. Now!”

Whimpering and holding his arm, Vance rushed to the stairs, leaving Bernice behind. Red took her arm and shoved her. “Bernice, go with him.”

Bernice stared at Red, and suddenly a look of understanding crossed her face. “Nelly killed Roddy?”

“Go!” Red shouted.

Bernice reeled and tottered but made it to the stairs. “I didn’t know! I didn’t know!”

Neil still held onto the bat, his eyes wide and wild. “Vance killed him! Vance did it!”

As Vance stumbled up the stairs, he called down, “We all saw you. You killed him, Nelly, not me. We agreed not to tell. We saved you!”

“That’s a lie!” He held the bat up. “You hit him because you said he was a retard and queer. He wasn’t. He was my love!”

Jason swung the basement door open as Vance barreled by him, nearly knocking him over.

“What the…?”

Red yelled at Jason, “Get the two of them to the cruiser. Now!” She turned to Neil, her heart racing. “Drop the bat, please.”

Tears were streaking down his face. “I didn’t. I didn’t do it.”

“Neil, did you hit Tim and George?”

“They were part of it. They deserved it! I loved Roddy. Why did he betray me?” The cool professor was gone, replaced by a devastated and enraged teenaged boy. “Why did she lure him away from me?”

Bernice’s note with the fancy cursive and I’s dotted with hearts. It was meant for someone. Vance? Tim? Roddy?

He was still holding the bat as he blinked away the tears. She held her hand up. “Why don’t you give me the bat and tell me about Roddy?”

He stared at her as if he’d just noticed she was there. “Oh, no, Sheriff. I’m not stupid. You can’t fool me with your silken voice.”

He sounded like the psychotic Lucas. Red was torn between trying to grab the bat from him and running upstairs to safety. If she ran, she’d leave him with the jukebox, his weapon of destruction. The wildness in his eyes told her he’d go for Roddy’s song. She vowed not to have another death on her watch.

She used the same tone she’d used with Lucas. “I’m not fooling with you, Neil. You’re a smart man, and I know you would call me on it immediately. I’m trying to understand about Roddy and what happened.”

Neil glanced up at the top of the stairs. “Vance lied. That sad excuse for a human being lied about me. He was a good baseball player, and he took the bat like he was going for a home run, and he wound up because he was so angry and he bashed Roddy and Roddy fell to the ground and the life went out of him.” His speech became more pressured. “He has to be punished.” His voice rose. “The person who killed Roddy must be punished.”

“And he will.” Red fought the sense that she was losing the battle with him. What if she couldn’t talk him down? He’d killed before. Would she end up like Tim? Facedown in this mausoleum of a long-gone bar.

Stay calm.

“Neil, we’re both smart. We can get ahead of all his money. The truth will come out.”

In an abrupt switch, Neil transitioned into his professor mode. He shook his head. “You know he has the best legal system money can buy. He’ll have top lawyers, and he won’t be punished. He has important friends.” He tightened his grip on the bat. “It’s up to me.”

Red remembered how she’d dealt with her brother, Lad, by distracting him. “Neil, tell me about the jukebox. You are very clever.”

He glanced over to it. “It’s got Roddy’s favorite song on it. Manfred Mann. Oh, how Roddy loved to sing ‘Do Wah Diddy.’” He started singing in a childish voice. “Roddy always played it—not that Vance, or Bernie, or his goons ever noticed.”

“Did you hit Roddy with the bat? Is that what happened?” She hoped to startle him enough that she could get the bat away and the cuffs on him.

Neil abruptly stopped singing and raised the bat. “I’ll have to kill you, too, I guess.”

In that second, she saw his stance change like he was a baseball player going for the home run. Using speed and strength only a jolt of adrenalin could give her, she charged at him, sending him off-balance. With the bat still raised, he fell against the jukebox. The bat tumbled to the floor, echoing in the silence of the room. For a moment, he looked startled. Then he smiled as if he finally realized why he was there.

“His song is E-7. E-7 is the punishment for killing Roddy.”

In that instant, Red understood what he was going to do. He had one hand on the chrome piece and the index finger of his other hand poised. “No!” she commanded. In the nanosecond before she could reach him, he jabbed his finger on the button, and a blast of electricity tore through him and the lights went out.
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UNCHAINED MELODY


Red opened her eyes to the sound of footsteps pounding down the stairs. “Red? Are you all right?”

Jason shined his flashlight on her face. She squinted and waved him away. The air smelled of burned wires and burned flesh. Slowly she sat up, noting the stabbing pain in the back of her head. When she touched the spot where it hurt, her hand came away sticky. Her brain was fogged. What happened?

Jason made his way to the breaker box and flipped the main switch. The lights came back on. Neil lay on his back in front of the jukebox, his eyes open, and his pupils fixed and dilated. Dead like Roddy and Timbo and Hoss.

The fog continued as Jason helped her upstairs. She mumbled to him, “Probably crime scene. Have to call Waltz.” Again she wondered what happened. Something about E-7. Jason brought her an ice pack from the emergency kit in the cruiser while they waited for the ambulance.

Her head pounded. For a moment, she felt panic. “Where’s Bernice?”

Jason spoke calmly to her. “They’re fine. Brenda is taking them back to the courthouse now to get their statements.”

“Oh? Statements?” Why wouldn’t her brain work? “I should call Waltz and have his crew come.” She fumbled with the phone in her pocket. The numbers came in and out of focus until she handed it to Jason. “Could you dial?”

When Waltz answered, Jason handed the phone back to her with a worried expression. She heard him mutter under his breath, “Where’s the damned ambulance?”

Red’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Sorry to bother you in the middle of the night, but I think I have a crime scene for you.”

Did she? She wasn’t sure.

Waltz’s voice was raspy with sleep. “You think?”

“This situation never came up in peace officer training.”

“Go on.”

Red was so tired and her head throbbed, and she realized she wasn’t thinking very straight when her words came out in a giggle. “It’s a ‘Do Wah Diddy’ death.”

“Excuse me?”

The giggles turned to laughter that sent Jason running to her. “Sheriff, let me handle this.”

Good ol’ Jason, she thought. Someday he’d make a fine sheriff. She handed the phone to him. “Here, you explain it to Waltz.”

When the ambulance arrived, they insisted on taking Red in to be checked for a concussion. They also determined that Neil wouldn’t benefit from CPR. Red wasn’t quite sure if it was legal for them to call it, but at this point, she realized she had seriously banged her head. She told Jason he was in charge while she had her head examined.

Lou happened to be the emergency on-call provider at the hospital. She examined Red with a gentle efficiency. “I’m going to get an X-ray to make sure your brain is still in place. And I’m going to put in a stitch or two. Do you know what happened?”

The silliness had worn off, and Red had both a severe headache and nausea. “I think I left my brain on the floor.” She tried to explain about Neil and how he’d wired the jukebox to short when ‘Do Wah Diddy’ was played, but the words came out garbled.

“For that, you get a nice stay here in the hospital. Turns out our traveling neurologist is coming tomorrow. We’ll let him decide if you have an empty skull. And, by the way, Georgia is looking after your dog.”

“Hope she doesn’t mistake him for a piece of shag rug and vacuum him away.” Red’s voice dropped off and she drifted to sleep.

Twenty-four hours later, they allowed her to go home with strict instructions to take it easy.

Scotty drove her. “No jogging, playing video games, reading, or anything that requires your brain to concentrate,” she admonished, guiding her to the recliner. “Just sit and enjoy your dog.”

“What about Vance and Bernice and everything else?”

Scotty raised her finger. “Tut-tut. Not your problem right now.”

“It’s always my problem. What’s the word at the Town Talk?”

“You saved the life of a multibillionaire from a crazed professor. Just goes to show that our sheriff is a heroine. Even Beldon wasn’t complaining this morning.”

“Oh.” She tried to picture the chaotic scene in the professor’s basement, and it brought the headache roaring back. Her eyelids felt heavy, and when she drifted off to sleep, she thought she saw Will out of the corner of her eye. What would he think of this mess?

Despite the doctor’s orders, she went into work the next day. She was taking painkillers and feeling a little sick to her stomach. She had to talk with Waltz and make sure he and Jason were handling the details.

Waltz was sitting at her desk when she walked in, feeling slightly off-balance. He looked at her in surprise. “Thought you were supposed to stay home.”

“And leave my county in your hands?” She slipped into the guest chair.

“We have it under control, Sheriff.” Waltz didn’t look amused.

“Did I dream it, or did the professor really have the jukebox rigged to electrocute someone with a song by Manfred Mann?”

“Indeed, he did. My tech guys explained it. Three hundred volts. Might not have killed him, except he had a pacemaker, and he was standing on a wet mat. You’re lucky it didn’t go through you, too.”

“I must have stumbled back and whacked my head on the basement floor.” A wave of guilt washed over her. She hadn’t been able to save Neil. All the Luckies were gone now except George and Vance.

Waltz leaned forward on the desk. “Nice talking with you, Red. Now go home and back to bed. Next time we meet, it will be for dinner and a drink, okay?”

Red had the sense to listen to him.

Two weeks later, after the nonstop news media coverage had finally died down, Red sat in the back room of Georgia’s Antiques for a game of poker. The dishes had been cleared, and the cards were ready. Her headaches had subsided into an occasional dull ache, and the fogginess of the first couple of days after the concussion had cleared. She had not met with her poker group since before the night of the jukebox.

Scotty shuffled and dealt the cards. “Mom is safely back home and has vowed to never visit this hellhole again.”

Lou nodded. “Can’t blame her.”

Scotty went on to explain about the drunkenness and the rape. “She finally told me about it. The story goes back to the night of Roddy’s death. All these years she lived with the guilt and the anger and the terror. So sad.” She looked at Red. “Mom told me about the note, the one you showed her. To this day, she feels guilty that she wrote it. She meant it for Vance…” Her voice drifted off.

“What note?” Lou glanced up from her cards.

Red hesitated to comment. She and Waltz had discussed it and concluded that Roddy had found the note and possibly given it to Neil. Neil had used it sixty years later to lure Tim to the abandoned bar. That’s why Brenda had found the professor at Kitty’s. He’d probably dropped it and was trying to retrieve it.

“I can’t say anything about it except that a stupid teenage note probably set off events that have haunted people for sixty years.”

Scotty nodded. “No kidding.”

Georgia set her cards down. “How is Bernice now?”

“She’s Mom. It’s not like the reunion night gave her a personality transformation. But she did say that she thinks Roddy found the note she’d intended for Vance and thought she was asking him to be with her that night.”

Red still had a photo of the note with its hearts and loopy cursive on her phone. She planned to erase it and file the original deep in the 1965 evidence box.

“Was it Roddy who assaulted her?” Georgia asked.

“Mom didn’t say, but the collective wisdom of the Town Talk is that he was part of it, and the poor professor was so enraged that he hit him with the baseball bat.”

Red stayed silent. Although she thought this was probably the case, she also remembered Neil’s story that it was Vance. Neil couldn’t speak for himself now, and Vance’s PR people were spinning it to make him a hero. She remembered how quickly he’d abandoned Bernice in Neil’s basement. The man was a coward.

Red would have liked to explain what happened, but it was an ongoing investigation. Waltz’s team examined the wiring in the jukebox and determined that it was done deliberately. Neil intended to kill someone that night—Vance? Bernice? Or probably both.

With all the publicity of Neil’s death, Jason had received a call from Rance Westerling, the caretaker from Lakeside Apartments. Rance remembered that the day Gary Swenson died, Neil had been in the building doing a talk with the residents on estate planning. Most likely, he visited his friend Hoss and walked away with the morphine after turning off the oxygen. A little torture for one of the Luckies.

Her official press release stated that a short in the jukebox caused a massive current to electrocute Neil. The coroner had yet to call it either an accident or a suicide. Because of her involvement in the incident, she’d turned the investigation over to Waltz. He indicated they weren’t going to put a lot of hours into it after interviewing Connie and Red. If Vance had indeed killed Roddy, without a confession, it would be nearly impossible to prosecute. Waltz told her, “It appears to me to be a night that went very wrong. No one intended to kill the boy.”

Once again, the rich guy was safe.

She looked at her cards and felt a little aura of light around her peripheral vision. Time to take headache medication. “Besides the Town Talk crew, what’s the gossip?”

Georgia started. “Well, the old folks I visit say that whatever happened, Vance was guilty of something because he came from bad blood. A lot is being said about his father and his shady business deals and also how badly he treated his wife.”

“Hence, Charlie Poole,” Scotty added.

Georgia continued, “They believe that Vance Senior had sway over the Dickson County sheriff, and that’s why Roddy’s death was never properly investigated.”

Nodding, Red added, “I can say this. It was an example of shoddy investigation. Rollie Hammergren knew it but didn’t have the authority or maybe even the energy to do much about it.”

Red had gathered up all of Rollie’s notes about the situation, and they were sitting in a box in her office. She wasn’t sure what to do with them at this point but wanted them in case they became relevant to Neil’s treachery.

They sat with the cards in front of them, but no one bothered to open the betting.

Lou scratched her head. “But why? First of all, why did they leave him to die in the ditch, and secondly, why did Neil wait all these years to do something about it?”

Red also had insight into this question because Neil had talked with Apple before he convinced her to hide away until the reunion was over. He’d told Apple that Roddy was the love of his life and that it had taken years to figure out exactly what happened and what to do. He promised her the whole story after the reunion. When she told him she’d spoken on the phone with Tim Watson and he’d promised to tell the whole story as well, Neil made her a deal that she’d get everything if she waited until after the reunion.

Red suspected that in Neil’s mind, Vance would be dead by then. He didn’t want Apple to reveal anything until he could get Roddy’s revenge.

“I saw photos of Neil’s basement, and it was creepy.” Lou studied her cards. “He re-created the bar like it was when Roddy died. Like maybe if he did that, Roddy would come back? Over the years of learning about human behavior, people still surprise me.”

Red agreed but kept her expression neutral. She suspected Neil had planned this for years—slowly collecting memorabilia and records for the jukebox. She couldn’t confirm the rumor, but Connie had told her it was possible the jukebox in Neil’s basement was the actual one from the bar. Connie’s dad had taken it out before the fire and stored it.

This, Red felt she could share. “My law enforcement sense told me something big was amiss. I confess to that especially with the deaths of Tim Watson and Gary Swenson and the injury to George Sawyer. But I was late in putting it together.”

She remembered how Apple told her about hearing a car with no muffler and how Neil had told her his muffler had gotten a hole in it. Why hadn’t she put the two together? And why hadn’t she wondered what Neil was looking for in the abandoned bar the day Brenda caught him?

“I heard George Sawyer woke up and told you the story.” Georgia turned to Red. “Is that true?”

“George surprised everyone by not dying, that’s for sure. As for the whole story? He’s had a serious brain injury. If it came to a trial, we wouldn’t be able to use his testimony.”

Of course, at this point, there was no one to charge unless they wanted to go after poor George or Vance for moving Roddy’s body. Red didn’t tell her friends that George had been remarkably clear when Waltz interviewed him. Yes, he was there and drunk, but not as drunk as others. And yes, it was Roddy who assaulted Bernice, and yes, he helped move the body. But the most important thing he said was that Vance Senior paid them all to keep quiet. He didn’t want Junior to be in legal trouble before going off to college. He saw big things for him. That was the agreement.

While her club continued to talk about the case, Red thought back to the night of the rape and murder, with the stars out and the fields awakening for the growing season. She thought about the boy with the ears that stuck out who loved electronics and wanted to be liked. And she thought about Neil, who loved him but never got the chance to tell him.

Two days later, on a brisk fall day, she took Blue with her to the Hammergren acres. She still felt residual pain from the concussion, and she walked a little unsteadily down the path to the oak. Settling onto the crude bench, she told Will about the death sixty years ago that haunted today. “It wasn’t my finest moment. I shouldn’t have been alone in the basement with a crazed man with a baseball bat. Neil’s death is on me. Maybe I could have prevented it.”

A wave of grief and guilt washed over her. She fought the tears by taking deep breaths. Sheriffs didn’t cry.

As if to answer, a gentle breeze swept through the woods, whirling the dead leaves. Above her, a flying vee of geese headed south, and a beam of sunlight fell upon her face.

That evening, with Blue on her lap, the telephone rang. It was Waltz asking her if she would like to have dinner and a drink. She stroked Blue’s soft fur and asked, “Who’s buying?”
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End of Book 3

The Sheriff Red Mysteries continue with

Only the River Knows

A murder in the wings. A cold case resurrected. And a killer ready for an encore.

Get your copy of Only the River Knows here
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The curtain rises on Lykkins Lake’s community theater production of The Music Man—but the show turns deadly before the first line is spoken. During auditions, director Amanda Brodie spots someone on stage and bolts in fear. The next morning, her body surfaces in the dark waters beneath an abandoned railroad bridge.

Sheriff Red Hammergren’s investigation quickly leads to a chilling discovery: decades ago, Amanda’s sister was murdered in an unsolved case that shook the town. Now, Red suspects the two crimes are connected—and someone in the tight-knit theater troupe knows more than they’re letting on.

As the spotlight swings from center stage to long-buried secrets, Red races to uncover the truth. But the killer is already rehearsing their next move—and this time, the final act could be Red’s.

Get your copy of Only the River Knows here
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Solving murders was not part of Sean Tanner’s retirement plan.

Former homicide detective and recently widowed Sean Tanner has settled into Spartina Island's private retirement community, hoping to find solace after his wife's death in their chosen paradise. He soon finds himself drawn into the Mudflats Murder Club, an enthusiastic group of retired detectives, prosecutors, and forensic experts who are engrossed in solving the 38-year-old unsolved murder of Theresa Goldberg.

But the quiet of the community is shattered when Sean’s neighbor, Nancy Russo, is found dead in her home. Ignited by the crime, the club jumps into the fray, much to the annoyance of Sergeant Charlotte “Charlie” Nash, the lead detective spearheading the murder investigation. When Sean and his cohorts uncover a shocking connection between Nancy’s murder and their long-standing cold case, everything they thought they knew goes up in flames.

Amidst rising tensions and thrilling discoveries, Sean and Charlie must confront their doubts about each other—and acknowledge their reliance on the team—to outsmart a killer who's closer than they ever imagined.

From former detective and current cold case team member Brian Thiem comes The Mudflats Murder Club. Perfect for fans of Richard Osman and Only Murders in the Building.

Get your copy of The Mudflats Murder Club here


SAMPLE OF NEXT BOOK IN SERIES


Turn the page for a sample of the next book in the series.


ONLY THE RIVER KNOWS: CHAPTER 1
THE REELECTION COMMITTEE


Red walked down the greening path still wet from yesterday’s rainfall. Blue snuffled ahead, his little poodle paws exploring the softness of the ground. The crude wooden bench sitting close to where Will had been buried five years ago had survived the winter. This was her first visit since the snow melt. She didn’t need or crave the visits like she used to. Her grief was aging and softening.

Today, though, she needed to talk with him on whether to run for a second term as sheriff of Pearsal County. She had honored his wish and run for sheriff after he’d died. Now, though, her decision would be her own. The deadline for filing was fast approaching.

She eased onto the bench, one end sagging into the soft earth. She would tell him that it had been a good winter. For the first time, she was fully staffed. She’d gotten grant money to finish a project of digitizing files going back thirty years. The county was struggling like it always did with not enough employment, people living on the margins, and the usual drug and alcohol problems. But she wasn’t overwhelmed by it like she had been.

Yet, she was haunted by a death this spring. Was it a death she could have prevented? She sat on the bench, noting the way it tipped to the right, and closed her eyes. In closing them, the face of the young woman came back to her. Big eyes that held both innocence and resignation. Her name was Corina, and she now lay under the soil in an unmarked grave with no family to mourn her.

Red looked up at the old oak tree, the budding leaves tinted in a late-spring lime green. This had always been her favorite time of the year. The forest floor was livened by the ripening of the foliage and the emersion of the wildflowers. The whites of trillium and bloodroot dotted the landscape along with the Virginia bluebells. The air smelled fresh and sweet with the new growth. Red should have been at peace.

But she wasn’t. No one blamed her that Corina had been murdered by a drunken husband. No one thought she was responsible, but she couldn’t let it go. And today, on top of feeling the weight of the woman’s death, she had the feeling that something wasn’t right in Pearsal County.

Will had always teased her that she had a “spidey sense” that could detect problems before they became apparent. She thought this was nonsense, but still, something lingered in the background. Maybe it was the eternal presence of danger that law enforcement faces. Or perhaps it was her own doubts about whether she should continue as sheriff.

“Okay, Will, what do you think? I give myself a ‘good enough’ grade for the last four years as sheriff, but in that time, we lost people we shouldn’t have lost. Maybe someone with more experience or more…I don’t know. More something…could have prevented those deaths.”

She took a deep breath of the air faintly scented with the sweet smell of flowering shrubs. Blue joined her, asking to be picked up. He had a leaf stuck to his fur and wet paws. “What do you think, old pup? Am I up for another four years?”

Blue licked her hand and jumped down to chase a squirrel. The silence of the woods was broken by a cacophony of honking as a flock of Canadian geese flew overhead and the rustle of the underbrush as the squirrel ran away.

A text popped up on her phone reminding her that it was poker night and she was responsible for the chips and dip. Maybe that was her answer—what would the poker club do if she wasn’t the sheriff? Would they kick her out? She laughed, calling for Blue. It was time to go back to work and figure out the summer vacation schedule.

That evening, the Florence Nightingale Memorial Poker Club gathered in the back room of Georgia’s Antiques. The group consisted of three nurses and a sheriff. Red was the only non-nurse in the group and insisted there be no talk of bodily fluids. She sat at the table shuffling the deck as Scotty, the former director of the county public health department and current owner of the Town Talk Café, filled the group in on the first day of tryouts for the community theater production of The Music Man.

“Poor Amanda Brodie. I’m not sure she knew what she signed on for when she said she’d direct the musical. It’s one thing to be the high school English teacher and drama coach and another to deal with all the Broadway wannabes from the surrounding five counties. It was a mob scene.”

Georgia, her silver hair cut in a bob, agreed. “I was there.”

Red turned to her. “You were?”

“Thought I’d do theater in my declining years. After all, I had a lot of experience acting when I had to testify in front of the legislature.” Georgia had once been the Minnesota Commissioner of Health and was now happily the owner of an antiques store. She called it her very expensive hobby.

Lou, the other member of the poker club, sat quietly sorting her cards. “I heard there was a bit of a dramatic moment.” As a family nurse practitioner, she was Red’s go-to person for medical information and clinic gossip.

Scotty tsked. “I think, towards the end of the day, Amanda kind of lost it. Wasn’t it about the time when the rent-a-lead showed up?”

“Rent-a-lead?” Red had been too busy this spring recruiting and training new deputies and had not been paying much attention to the production of The Music Man to initiate fundraising for a new Lykkins Lake Community Center.

“They brought this actor in to play Harold Hill. His name is Gregar Damon. Not bad-looking, but I think he and Amanda are going to clash.” Scotty dipped her potato chip into the hastily stirred together sour cream and French onion soup mix that Red had made.

“Lykkins Lake is paying someone to be in the show?”

Georgia nodded. “Beldon Rafferty, our entrepreneurial city manager, thought he would be a draw.” She picked up her phone and scrolled through it. “Here.” She handed it to Red.

It was the web page for Gregar Damon, who claimed a number of acting awards and roles, including one in an off-Broadway production. He looked to be in his early forties, with thick hair and a theatrical arch to one eyebrow. “Not bad-looking. What was the drama?”

“I’m not sure.” Scotty passed the chips to Lou. “I’m volunteering as the costumer, so I was in the back room behind the stage when he showed up. They said he came about the same time the guy from that farm-cult in the southern part of the county arrived with two teens to try out.”

Georgia joined in. “Amanda was in the third row watching as people read their lines. When Gregar and this other person walked onto the stage, she dropped the clipboard she was holding and gasped. At least that’s what I think happened.”

“I heard she ran out of the building without saying anything more.”

Georgia shook her head. “Someone likes to over-dramatize, I guess. She politely excused herself and said she had forgotten another appointment and directed her assistant to set up the tryout schedule for tomorrow. It really wasn’t that big a deal except for the clatter of the clipboard.”

Red interrupted the theater talk by opening the poker bidding even though she had a rotten hand. Often her companions would fold based on the firmness of her bids. This evening, she found she was impatient and not up to the regular banter of the club. Her visit to the Hammergren acres had left her uneasy and drained.

The game closed early because Scotty had to get up to make muffins for the café and Lou needed her rest before being on call. After they filed out, Georgia turned to Red. “Okay, what has gotten you so mopey?”

“Mopey? Me? When have you ever used that word with me?”

“Trying to deflect, are we? What’s going on in that not-red head of yours?” Georgia folded her arms.

Red shrugged, and Georgia pursed her lips. “I see. Won’t talk without your lawyer present.”

“Hypothetically, what if I don’t file for reelection?”

Georgia raised her eyebrows. “And why would you do that? Or I should say, not do that?”

“Doubt.”

“If you didn’t have doubt, you wouldn’t be as good at your job as you are.” Georgia busied herself stacking the gambling chips and clearing the table. “Do you think as Commissioner of Health I didn’t have my doubts? Was I focused on the right things? Would my policies have unintended consequences? Should I fire the idiot associate commissioner who I was forced by the governor to hire?”

Red smiled. “I thought you were always cool and calm.”

“Hah! Tell that to my gastroenterologist.”

Red was silent, reflecting on the death of the young woman this spring. “I don’t know, Georgia. I’m tired. What if something happens and I’m not at my best?”

“Consider who might end up as sheriff if you don’t run? Do you want Heggie Hagstrom to be the chief law officer in the county?”

Heggie was in his mid-fifties and a long-time state highway patrolman. He carried a gut from too many donuts and a reputation for extreme right-wing leanings. Rumor had it that he’d once been suspended for racial profiling when he worked the metropolitan district. He was also a good friend of Beldon Rafferty, who carried significant clout in the county.

“Maybe somebody from somewhere else who is seasoned and reasonable will file.”

“Pah!” Georgia brought out two of her home-brewed ginger beers and set one in front of Red. “Okay, what is really bothering you?”

“Yesterday I got a call from the new Dickson County sheriff. He wondered if I had jail capacity to take on a group of migrant workers who’d been arrested by ICE. I told him I was full.” Red sipped the beer, savoring in the ginger. “Georgia, I believe in the law, but I don’t want to persecute those poor, hardworking people who are trying to make a better life for their kids. If this is what law enforcement is all about, I need to find a different career.”

Georgia sat down next to Red. “I know it’s probably tearing you apart, but I think your doubts go deeper. I think you have matured in your job beyond what Will taught you. You are suffering the pains of independence. How often do you ask yourself, ‘What would Will do?’ I’m betting not often. You have entered the arena of ‘What would Red do?’”

Red was quiet while she finished the beer. Perhaps Georgia had a point. “I suppose you are going to charge me for this therapy session?”

“My biller will be in touch.” Georgia smiled. “Besides, you have to run because your reelection committee is already hard at work. We’re busy coming up with a slogan we can circulate through social media. What do you think about, ‘Vote for Red for sheriff’?”

Red stood up and stretched. “Catchy.”

“Seriously, Red. We all have our moments of doubt. My guess is that the next crisis will wipe it out.”

Red walked into the spring night. The stars were out, and Lykkins Lake was quiet except for the chirp of the crickets and the occasional rumble of a car on the highway. Georgia’s wisdom helped, but she still felt unsettled—like something was brewing in the clear night air.


ONLY THE RIVER KNOWS: CHAPTER 2
MISSING DIRECTOR


A few of her staff left the morning meeting grumbling about the vacation schedule. She had assigned time off based on seniority, and not everyone was happy. Jason, her chief deputy, followed her into her office and sat in front of her desk.

She thought back to when she’d hired him straight out of law enforcement training five years ago. At that time, she’d been holding the department together while caring for Will in his final stages of cancer. Over the last five years, Jason had matured into a thoughtful deputy with a healthy sense of humor. He was still quick to jump to conclusions, but he’d grown to be more introspective. Someday, he would be a good sheriff.

“Well, I guess you can’t please everyone.” His lips curled into a half smile. “Which reminds me, I didn’t see you on the schedule.”

Red stretched her arms over her head. “A vacation? What a concept.”

After he left, she thought again about the filing deadline for sheriff. On her desk was a proposal from the regional Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) office about entering into a 287(g) agreement with them. Several counties had signed agreements that would allow ICE to delegate authority to local law enforcement and perform immigration enforcement functions.

They’d soft-pedaled it by assuring the sheriffs that it would only involve immigrants accused of criminal activity. That was before they shot a young mother in Minneapolis, claiming she was trying to run over the ICE agent. Even though some of the counties were standing by their ICE contract, Red wanted no part of them. She pictured asking her staff to raid the local construction contractor or the nursing home. Or arresting parents while leaving children to fend for themselves. To her, the enforcement currently happening felt like hate crimes against hardworking people.

Two of the county commissioners had approached her about this. “We need to have the authority to keep those drug dealers out of the county.” One of them had leaned over her desk, his eyes narrowed. “Think of how much safer we would be if you could pick up the criminals instead of waiting for the feds.”

Red had fought back the urge to punch him in his smug face. Instead, she’d narrowed her eyes and said in a tight voice, “If you recall, the last big drug bust in the county involved long-time respected residents and not immigrants.” When his mouth dropped open, she’d refrained from asking him who would be doing the roofing in town, caring for the elderly, and detasseling the corn if they rounded up everyone with a Hispanic-sounding name. The two men left looking defeated. She doubted she could count on their votes for reelection.

Her stomach roiled at the thought of putting her constituents in her jail. But did she want to take on this fight? On the other hand, if Heggie won the election, the papers would be signed the day he took office. She massaged her temples. Too much to think about right now.

She was saved from more pondering when her phone rang, and Scotty’s name came up. “Hey, Red, interested in lunch? I have a nice beet salad with your name on it.”

“Cheeseburger and fries, yes. Beets, no.”

Scotty sighed. “I will eventually convert you to better nutrition.”

“My nutrition is fine. I take a multivitamin every day—or so.”

“Hah! See you soon.”

The Town Talk Café was noontime crowded. Red spied Beldon Rafferty at a full table. She and Beldon tended to clash, but she knew he was enthusiastic about promoting Lykkins Lake and Pearsal County. Her thoughts about his goodwill were tempered by the knowledge that he was rapidly becoming one of the biggest landowners in the county. Belnor Properties owned the trailer court on the edge of town as well as cabins on Hammer Lake used for short-term rental. Beldon was promoting Lykkins Lake as “the artistic and recreational community on the edge of the forest.”

At least he wasn’t pushing her to become an agent of ICE. He was smart enough to know that the trickle of immigrants into the community kept his short-term rentals clean and the nursing home fully staffed.

Red nodded at him as she made her way to the table close to the kitchen, where Georgia was eating soup and drinking tea.

“How’s the soup?” Red sat across from her.

“Typically unsalted but filled with kale and lentils. It will keep the citizens healthy and their systems moving.” Georgia chuckled.

“It’s safer to try the cheeseburger—at least when it’s not filled with chickpeas.”

Scotty was notorious for wanting the community to eat right. Her food tended to be bland, and for some reason, the citizens of Pearsal County didn’t mind. The café was usually packed for both breakfast and lunch. Scotty closed down mid-afternoon because, as she said, “This is an aging community. People need to get home in time for the five o’clock news and the game shows.”

Scotty brought Red a mug of coffee. “The usual?”

“Promise me it’s real beef in the cheeseburger.”

“I met the cow myself.”

After she left, Georgia peered at Red. “Still wrestling with the devil?”

“I’m being pushed by a couple of the commissioners to enter into the agreement with ICE. I don’t know what to do with the ignorance and hatred directed at people who are just trying to find a better life for their kids.”

Georgia quietly drummed her fingers on the table. “As it ever was. My grandparents had to fight not to be called dirty Polacks. I’m guessing your ancestors had their trials as well.”

“Now you are truly depressing me.”

“This is a country, or perhaps it’s the human condition, where we have a need to suppress ‘the other.’ Today it’s people with darker skins. Yesterday it was people who spoke German or Norwegian or Yiddish. I’m confident that Pearsal County is in good hands and our sheriff will not fall prey to the prejudice.”

Laughter arose from the table where Beldon held court with some of the elected officials from the county. These were the people who would determine the public safety budget, and they were people Red needed to spend time with. Heggie sat with them in full state patrol uniform. Red determined that today was not a good day for her to stop over and shake a few hands.

Georgia pulled her out of her reverie. “Speaking of ‘other,’ I met the man who runs, manages, or presides over the organic farm in the south part of the county.”

Red knew of the farm. The acreage had been fallow for several years before it was bought by a group who wanted to raise organic produce and live mainly off the grid. They called themselves the Boysenberry Organic Farm Co-op. If she recalled correctly, about five families lived on the farm. No trouble with the law, and the kids were homeschooled.

“I don’t know him. Probably a good thing because if I did, it would be because I had to arrest him for something.” Red chuckled. “Maybe organic weed?”

“He was at the tryouts yesterday. I think he brought a couple of kids from the farm. Anyway, I talked with him for a few moments. Kind of quiet and not what I’d expect from a cult leader.”

“You think it’s a cult?”

Georgia shrugged. “I’m always suspicious of home-school-off-the-grid people. However, he is quite good-looking. I couldn’t help but stare.”

Red grinned. “Georgia. Really?”

The woman’s cheeks reddened. “Oh, not for me. For you.”

To Red’s relief, they were interrupted when Scotty brought the burger. She sat down with a worried expression. “Red, we have a problem. I just talked with one of the people at the high school where they’re doing the tryouts for the musical.”

Red felt a wisp of a spider crawl up the back of her neck. “What’s the problem?”

“Amanda Brodie, the director, didn’t show up for callbacks this morning. She’s not answering her phone.”

“Amanda is missing?”

Scotty furrowed her brow. “I’ve known Amanda for five years, and she is one of the most responsible people I’ve ever met.”

Suddenly the burger didn’t taste as good. “Let me finish my lunch and I’ll check it out.”

“I’ll go with you.” Georgia finished her soup. “I was supposed to do a callback this afternoon. Maybe I can ask around.”

Red glanced at Beldon, wondering if he had heard of the director’s absence. He held the purse strings for the community production. A donor had given the city a grant to put on the play, but she didn’t know anything more about it. The people at his table laughed at something, and it didn’t appear that Beldon was concerned about a missing director.

Outside, the June sky was a light blue with wisps of clouds floating overhead. Red hardly noticed as she and Georgia walked the five blocks to the high school. She prayed Amanda had overslept or neglected to tell her assistant about another appointment. But her gut told her otherwise.


ONLY THE RIVER KNOWS: CHAPTER 3
AMANDA BRODIE


Lykkins Lake High School was built in the early 1950s with additions tacked on through the years. The auditorium was at one end of the gymnasium with curtains for the stage and theater seating. During basketball games, the theater part was closed off and portable bleachers were put up where the stage would be.

Before Red and Georgia walked in the auditorium door, she heard the rumble of voices. People, mainly teenagers, milled in the lobby. The room radiated with a combination of confusion and excitement. A woman in her early twenties approached Red with a furrowed brow. Georgia introduced her as Lucy, the assistant director. She had frizzy blond hair, wore a long skirt, and was a little overweight. She blinked rapidly as she talked.

“Sheriff, we’re very worried because no one has seen Amanda since yesterday. This isn’t like her. She wanted to wrap up the casting today because we are under a tight deadline to get the rehearsals going.” She scrolled through her phone and showed Red a photo of Amanda on stage with a clipboard. “I took this yesterday.”

Red studied the photo of a woman in her mid-thirties with dark hair. “Do you have any idea why she might be late?”

Lucy shook her head. “She’s always early so she can get things set up.” Her eyes misted over. “Her car is gone, and I don’t know where she might be.”

Red held up a calming hand. “Let me check some things out. Meanwhile, if you can tell me anything about her friends or family, it would help me look for her.” She did not tell her that everything would be all right. Or that these things happen and Amanda would probably walk in later with an excuse for being late. Already she had the sense that Amanda was not the flighty type who would simply disappear for a while.

Lucy pushed a fringe of hair away from her eyes. “I…I don’t know a lot. This year was my first year here, and she didn’t hang out much with the newer teachers. I know she spent a lot of weekends with her parents, who live in St. Cloud.”

“Can you get me their contact information?”

Before Lucy could answer, a man with dark hair, a five o’clock shadow, and a dimple on his right cheek approached. He had a well-modulated voice. “Can I be of assistance?” He held out his hand. “Gregar Damon. I’ve been retained to play Professor Harold Hill.”

Red shook his hand, noting how he gripped hers just a second too long. “If you know anything about where Amanda might be, it would be helpful.”

His expression of concern appeared genuine. “I’m sorry. I haven’t met her other than to see her watching the tryouts yesterday. I’m not from around here, you know.”

Red observed the two of them, a frowzy assistant director and the Laurence Olivier wannabe, and held back a sigh. She doubted either would be of help even though she asked, “Do you know anyone who was closer to Amanda who might be able to give me information?”

Gregar rubbed his chin. “That’s a good question. Lucy, what do you think?”

Lucy’s eyes fluttered. “Well, you might try someone from her church. She directed the choir.”

Beldon Rafferty arrived while Red was tapping information into her phone. “I hear we have a missing director.”

Red turned to him. “Do you know of anyone who was close to Amanda that I could talk with?”

Beldon cleared his throat. “I’ve only met the woman a few times. I didn’t suspect that she might be so irresponsible.” He turned to Gregar. “If she doesn’t show up today, would you consider helping with the tryouts? We are under a deadline, and I know Caroline would approve.”

Red interrupted. “Who is Caroline? Would she know something about Amanda?”

Beldon threw her a look of disdain. “Caroline Noble. She’s sponsoring this event, and if we raise enough money, she will match it for the community center.”

“Oh, Mrs. Noble, the doctor’s wife, you mean?”

Red’s knowledge of Caroline Noble went back to when she was a little girl and Dr. Noble and his wife lived in what today would be called a McMansion just outside of town on the Bourbon River. Red’s mother said Caroline was “the grande dame of Lykkins Lake” and Red should be very polite around her.

After Dr. Noble died, Mrs. Noble spent her winters in Florida, but in the summer she was still active in community events. Red remembered a Fourth of July parade a couple of years ago when she rode in a horse-drawn carriage complete with a nineteenth-century dress and bonnet to promote the chamber of commerce.

Beldon continued. “Caroline contacted me last winter about wanting to leave a legacy in Lykkins Lake. Gregar was her choice of talent to bring to the musical project.”

As she looked at Gregar, he had the posture of a man very comfortable with himself. Yet, he did not strike her as pretentious.

A man in his forties joined them. He had a square jaw, a face that could use a shave, and piercing gray eyes. “Excuse me. I brought my group for the callback. Do you know when it will happen?”

Lucy blushed. “I’m sorry for all the confusion. Amanda the director hasn’t arrived yet. Perhaps we could reschedule for tomorrow when we have it all straightened out?”

Red wondered if this was the farm cooperative manager that Georgia spoke of. If so, she had to agree that he was good-looking in a rugged sort of way. His weathered face and muscular body spoke of hours of outdoor activity. A little voice in her head made a tsking sound as she observed him.

The two men were contrasts. Gregar had a commanding air about him, and the cooperative manager a more low-key style. Both were good-looking in their own way. She could almost hear Scotty whispering in her ear, “Check them out.”

She beckoned to Beldon and walked to a quieter part of the lobby. “What can you tell me about Amanda and her involvement with the musical project?”

Beldon glanced at his watch before answering. “I haven’t got much time to talk. Important meeting in about ten minutes.”

Beldon always had an important meeting, as far as Red was concerned. “Are you paying Amanda for this project?” If it was a paid position, it would be less likely that she’d skip out on it.

“Of course we’re paying her. That’s why I’m so angry that she didn’t show up. Wasted dollars.” He looked at his watch again. “If she’s not back by this afternoon, I’m going to pull her contract and give it to Gregar. He said he’s ready to take over anytime.”

The running of the musical was not Red’s concern. Finding the missing director was her priority.

Georgia joined her as soon as Beldon hurried away. “Scared him off, did you?”

“Possibly. He told me Amanda was under contract to direct the musical. It seems unlikely to me that she would simply not show up. From what people are telling me, she’s reliable. I don’t like this.”

Georgia nodded. “I spoke with several people, and they said the same thing. Her no-show is quite perplexing. I wonder if seeing Gregar on stage triggered it.”

“Tell me again what happened yesterday.”

Georgia gazed up at the ceiling before she spoke. “I was on stage with several others who were auditioning for the chorus. You know that song that goes ‘pick a little, talk a little.’”

Red nodded, although it had been years since her high school production of The Music Man. She remembered it as a sad affair when the senior who was playing Harold Hill got laryngitis.

“Gregar walked on stage with Beldon. I think for a moment everyone went quiet in the presence of a great actor.”

“You mean you know who he is?”

Georgia laughed. “No, but for the women who watch only the Hallmark Channel, he looks like he could be one of the leads. Don’t you think?”

“I hardly watch the Vikings or the Twins, let alone cable TV.”

“Branch Mason came at the same time with a couple of teenagers.” Georgia pointed to the man with the rugged face. “He’s the one who runs the organic farm.”

Red watched him as he spoke with Lucy.

“Anyway, that’s when Amanda dropped the clipboard. A person who was sitting in the audience to watch the tryouts told me she said something like, ‘Oh my God.’ But I didn’t hear it. Shortly after that, she left, saying she had another appointment.”

Red took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Not a lot to go on. I’ll check out her house and see if she answers. If she shows up here, let me know.”

As she turned to leave, dispatch called. “Sheriff, there’s been a report of a grass fire down in Haasken Township near where that organic farm is.”

Outside, the fire whistle blew. Grass fires had been a recent problem because of the open winter with little snow cover and a dry spring. The fields hadn’t greened up enough yet, and the dead grass provided a constant source of fuel.

“On my way as soon as I pick up my car.”

She hurried to the courthouse to get her car. Looking back, she saw the man called Branch running toward the parking lot.

She prayed this was a little grass fire easily extinguished.
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