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			Praise for Joseph Heywood and the Woods Cop Mystery series:

			 

			“Heywood has crafted an entertaining bunch of characters. An absorbing narrative twists and turns in a setting ripe for corruption.”

			—Dallas Morning News

			 

			“Crisp writing, great scenery, quirky characters and an absorbing plot add to the appeal. . . .” 

			—Wall Street Journal

			 

			“Heywood is a master of his form.” 

			—Detroit Free Press

			 

			“Top-notch action scenes, engaging characters both major and minor, masterful dialogue, and a passionate sense of place make this a fine series.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			 

			“Joseph Heywood writes with a voice as unique and rugged as Michigan’s Upper Peninsula itself.” 

			—Steve Hamilton, Edgar® Award-winning author of The Lock Artist

			 

			“Well written, suspenseful, and bleakly humorous while moving as quickly as a wolf cutting through the winter woods. In addition to strong characters and . . . compelling romance, Heywood provides vivid, detailed descriptions of the wilderness and the various procedures and techniques of conservation officers and poachers. . . . Highly recommended.”

			—Booklist

			 

			“Taut and assured writing that hooked me from the start. Every word builds toward the ending, and along the way some of the writing took my breath away.” 

			—Kirk Russell, author of Dead Game and Redback

			 

			“[A] tightly written mystery/crime novel . . . that offers a nice balance between belly laughs, head-scratching plot lines, and the real grit of modern police work.” 

			—Petersen’s Hunting

		

	
		
			Praise for Red Jacket (A Lute Bapcat Mystery)

			 

			“Joseph Heywood has long been a red-blooded American original and an author worth reading. With Red Jacket—a colorful and sprawling new novel with a terrific new protagonist named Lute Bapcat—he raises the bar to soaring new heights.” 

			—C. J. Box, New York Times bestselling author of Force of Nature

			 

			“In 1913, Theodore Roosevelt recruits former Rough Rider Lute Bapcat to become a game warden on Michigan’s Upper Peninsula in Heywood’s absorbing first in a new series. Outsized characters, both real (athlete George Gipp before his Notre Dame fame, union organizer Mother Jones) and fictional (randy businesswoman Jaquelle Frei; Lute’s Russian companion, Pinkhus Sergeyevich Zakov), pepper the narrative.” 

			—Publishers Weekly

			 

			“Joseph Heywood tells a great story, weaving real and fictional characters throughout his narrative . . . [C]risp writing with a sense of humor . . .”

			—Woods ’N Water magazine

			 

			“Heywood mixes history—the [miners’] strike and the violence it engenders, culminating with the Christmas Eve Italian Hall Disaster in Calumet, Michigan, in which 73 died—with vivid characterizations in a . . . promising series opener.”

			—Booklist

			 

			

		

	
		
			Praise for The Snowfly

			 

			“A truly wonderful, wild, funny and slightly crazy novel about fly fishing. The Snowfly ranks with the best this modern era has produced.” 

			—San Francisco Chronicle

			 

			“A magical whirlwind of a novel, squarely in the tradition of Tim O’Brien’s Going After Cacciato and Jim Harrison’s Legends of the Fall.” 

			—Howard Frank Mosher, author of The Fall of the Year and others

			 

			“The Snowfly is as much about fishing as Moby Dick is about whaling.” 

			—Library Journal

			 

			“Fly-fishing legend meets global adventure in Heywood’s sparkling, ambitious novel . . . an engrossing bildungsroman . . . part Tom Robbins, part David Copperfield.” 

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			 

			“If The Snowfly becomes a movie, it will blast A River Runs Through It out of the water.” 

			—Fly Angler’s Online Book Review

			 

			“. . . a finely tuned plot and masterful, literary craftsmanship. It will stand with The River Why as the finest of its kind.” 

			—Riverwatch
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			First Day of the Last Day of the World

			Candola “Pokey” Clare had an unexpected day on the day the world ended. She was twenty-nine, and happy to remain below the threshold of thirty which would mark an entire new phase of life. Her best friend Curry Boland took her to dinner, toasted her with Cold Duck and a saucer-size birthday cake with two candles, a waxy two, and a nine. Curry said, “Isn’t that the most romantic thing you ever seen, and what if our candles are the last lights left on earth?” 

			That’s the moment the restaurant and everywhere outside went dark. Six years as a conservation officer had taught Pokey Clare that when shit hit the fan, people like her were expected to willingly dive into the spinning blades, which was clearly an unnatural act except for the most abnormal of folk. Clare fished a flashlight out of her purse. Other diners were doing the same and small light blades were swishing around the room like Star Wars light sabers. 

			“Laurie?” Clare called out. Laurie Pell was the restaurant’s owner, a forty-year-old widow with two kids, her husband killed by a sniper in Afghanistan in 2003, the same year her youngest daughter was born. The girls were now fourteen and ten.

			“Hey! Laurie!” the conservation officer repeated.

			“For Pete’s sake,” Curry Boland said impatiently. “Laur’s got this. This is exactly what generators are made for.”

			“Generators are wired to kick on automatically when the power goes down. It’s still dark,” Pokey Clare said. “Laurie!”

			When Clare started to stand up her friend said, “Nuh-uh, you’re not leaving me here alone.”

			“It’s just a wee bit dark,” the game warden teased.

			“Just is a person-specific frame of reference and this person loathes the dark. I’m going with you. Most of us normal world folks don’t get paid to crawl around in the night groping for trouble.”

			“Which means you miss most of the fun. Use your lighter on those candles.”

			“They’re too damn small,” her friend said.

			Boland fumbled in her own purse and brought out a small light and clicked it on.

			“Okay,” Clare said. “Let’s move.” There had been six people in the small restaurant when the lights blew. Pokey Clare said, “Relax folks, there’s a generator.”

			Light beams continued to dance as they made their way into the kitchen and found the back door standing open. They stepped outside and looked around. The whole area was black. The shed behind the restaurant had an open door and a flashlight beam jumping around. 

			Pokey Clare found Laurie Pell and her older daughter, Sudie. They had a battery-operated lantern beside a Honda generator.

			The CO said, “What’s the problem, Laur. Can we help?”

			“I’m not sure, Pokey. This damn thing is supposed to kick on immediately with any power surge. We’ve got it rigged to a computer program that makes it start with even a hint of power loss or surge and it’s not supposed to shut off or switch regular power back on till we tell it to do so. Now it seems dead.”

			“The computer fart-glitched,” fourteen-year-old Sudie said. “Techno-hiccup. No biggie.”

			The girl’s ten-year-old sister Gainey stood nearby, rolled her eyes, and mouthed “what . . . ever.” The girl wore garish pink-frame glasses with lenses the size of Slurpee cups, and had her hair dyed a fiery pink.

			The younger girl looked directly up at the conservation officer and said, “We should talk.”

			“I know,” Pokey said. “And we will.” What an odd damn night. First the power goes kerflooey, and then apparently the power then switches on in the girl child who never willingly talks to adults and only sparingly to other children. As personalities went, Gainey had all the animation of a beepless heart monitor, never smiled, rarely gave any indication of any awareness that she was on a planet with seven billion people, much less her own family. Kids. Gainey was typical of young folks and their blind acceptance of and allegiance to computer and sundry electronic devices. Pokey Clare felt no affinity for computers and in her experience they tended to fail at the moment you most needed them—like most of the computer-run equipment in her state-owned patrol truck. “Is there gas?” she asked Laurie. 

			“Tank’s full. It should run seven or eight hours on what’s in it. The computer alerts us to refill time.”

			“This ever happen before?”

			“No,” Laurie Pell said. “It’s less than three months old and guaranteed three years. So much for goddamn sale prices and deals, but how do you pass up nine hundred instead of fourteen hundred?”

			“So much for capitalist guarantees,” daughter Sudie quipped.

			“Businesses make computers too,” Sudie’s mother snapped at her.

			“That’s different.”

			“Really?” Mom said sarcastically.

			Laurie stood up. She was a tall woman, five-ten, lean, long dark hair. “There’s a backup starter and that won’t work either. It’s designed to bypass the computer in situations like this.”

			“It’s not comforting that the manufacturer plans for moments like this,” Curry Boland offered.

			The restaurant owner stood with her hands on her hips. “Well, I guess we get a night off. Not the way I like to plan such things, but there it is. Sudie, get your sister. We’re gonna move all our perishables into the freezers and throw all the ice from the ice machines in there too.”

			“What if the power doesn’t come back?” Sudie asked.

			“Don’t be foolish. The power always comes back. This is the twenty-first century. The only question is when and how much we’re gonna lose and how much I’ll have to fight the dang insurance company, which no doubt will rush to declare this an act of God and wash their hands of responsibility.”

			“Insurance company giving you trouble?” Pokey asked.

			“The company should re-name itself Not-Our-Fault Inc.”

			Pokey Clare walked out to her personal truck, dug out her transistor radio, which ran on batteries, and turned to emergency frequencies, expecting to hear nothing and instead heard, “This is a pre-recorded emergency message transmitted automatically in the event of any major power outage. Because you are hearing this message, you can assume there has been a major power outage, cause unknown, extent unknown. Do not call to report your outage. The outage is clearly known and you can be assured that the authorities and your power and local service providers are working on the problem and hope to have it resolved as soon as possible. People should remain calm, stay where they are, and await help.”

			The words gave Pokey Clare a chill. Wait for the government to help? “Yeah, how’d that work out for the Katrina folks?” she said out loud. The conservation officer turned off the radio to conserve the batteries. Stay here, or go get my work truck, find out what other cops are doing, and pitch in? Her friends would be fine. This was the moment when it hit her: “You’re the government, stupid.”

			Clare told her friends she was going.

			“I don’t think you should leave,” Curry Boland said.

			“It’s my job. Who I am, what I do, hello?”

			“Well, what if it’s not anymore?” her friend countered. “What if nothing’s ever going to be the same ever again?”

			“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

			“I don’t know,” Curry said. “Just a feeling I have.”

			Pokey touched her friend’s arm. “How about we keep our deepest feelings private for a while. There’s no sense panicking anyone.”

			“You’re feeling it too?”

			“I felt something, maybe. I don’t know. I don’t have words for it yet.” Mostly it felt like a shitty night for cops and other first responders.

			“Think Armageddon,” her friend whispered.

			“Don’t start down that road,” the game warden told Curry Boland. She had known her friend all her life, knew Boland had always been churchy, easily led, severely whipsawed by various public declarations and predictions of various cataclysms predicting world’s end. “Just hush and pray to yourself.”

			“Ain’t me needs to be hearing prayers,” Boland said.

			Pokey Clare said, “Assume He’s listening to what’s in your head.”

			“If He’s in there, He’s looking at a real mess,” her friend confided. “I’ve had that pesky Gibb Pawlowski on my mind all night long. Wine,” she concluded, as if that explained everything.

			Gibb Pawlowski had been a county deputy sheriff married to their friend Paula. Curry and Gibb had been known to fool around from time to time, which her friend rationalized as okay and not immoral because their friend Paula openly declared how much she hated sex, calling it the “disgusting deed,” and openly told them, “I wish I could be done with all that stuff.”

			Wanderings aside, Gibb was a good cop and a good guy. And Curry, despite her sense of oneandonlydom wasn’t his only side dish.

			Pokey Clare knew that unlike Paula, her friend Curry was far from done with “all that stuff,” and every time she met with Gibb, Pokey was burdened with hearing a play-by-play after-report, and more than once she had told her friend that listening to her sex reports was like listening to a golfer playing every damn shot on some meaningless backwoods course.

			“Hey,” her friend would say. “Scoring is what the game’s all about.”

			Curry was not talking about golf. Her friend’s libido was in max overdrive, so severe she swore the woman could ignite charcoal by walking past a grill. Men hit on her continuously and relentlessly, and she loved the attention, and once in a while, when the mood or chemistry struck her right, she opted for more than flirting and words.

			“I have to get my uniform and work truck,” Pokey Clare told her friend. “Drop you at home?”

			“Like hell. I’m staying with Laurie and the girls. They’ll need my stability.”

			CO Pokey Clare drove toward home thinking a lot of strange thoughts and having feelings she’d not felt in a long time. Naturally and predictably, her mother Ione had to make a grand psychic entry with her litany of you must not, should not, cannot, will not, do not, on and on with unlimited limits and walls and ceilings and strictures, and not once an encouraging word other than a side-armed “Love you,” or a sloppy verbal “kish-kish,” the latter after she’d been drinking, which had not been all that often, and that was a good thing because Ione was a drooler drunk. She didn’t bob or weave, but slid along on some kind of alcohol-induced carpet, leaving a trail like a slug. Ione married Number Four, an intellectual pipsqueak named Barry who had been an MP in the Army for two years and could regale himself for hours with the same two stories of arresting famous Hollywood actors who’d been drafted and not taken to Army life.

			All streetlights were out, and many of them were new and solar-­powered, so what the hell is that all about? And no house lights, no nothing, just stars in the sky and no moon, and many of the stars occluded by passing cloud banks, leaving the night even darker than usual. Up here in the far north, light pollution was rarely an issue, and nights tended to be far darker than farther south in the towns and cities below the bridge.

			She quickly ran into her rented house, put on her uniform, climbed into her patrol truck and headed out. Five miles up the road she saw a van on its roof, wheels up, no dust in the air, meaning it had been there awhile. She turned on her emergency flashers, got out, and approached the van just as a shot sounded a couple hundred yards down the county road. Followed by a second.

			Oh crap. She could almost predict this one: Some old guy with a gun had gotten spooked by the power failure, and when people from the wreck came up on his house looking for help, he’d opened up on them, seeing them as zombies, or God knows what, some sort of insidious force looking to take over the world. Get rid of all old people with old-time values and drive Jesus out of America. Her county was filled with such folks. 

			She drove her truck closer to the source of the shots, leaning sideways to reduce her silhouette, got to where she wanted to be, shut off the engine, and opened the door, leaving it open like a protective wing. “Hey, this is Conservation Officer Clare. What’s going on? Hold your fire, repeat, hold your fire!”

			“We’ve been shot,” a female voice said weakly.

			Clare unsheathed her .308 and made her way toward the voice. 

			“My name is Pokey, who am I talking to?”

			“Renee. I’m hit in the shoulder and Frank got one in the foot.”

			The Fagans, Renee and Frank. They lived two hundred yards away. “You overshoot your driveway?” Clare asked.

			Renee laughed painfully. “Frankie got a wee-bit over-martinied tonight, overshot the landing.”

			Frank was a retired Blue Goose pilot.

			Pokey Clare realized where they were, stood up and yelled, “Kangas, you fucking madman, you just shot the Fagans!”

			“Liberals!” Kangas shot back. “Let ’em go get Obamacared!” The man laughed maniacally. Cell phones not working, police radio silent, no help coming, up to you, sis, she told herself.

			Can’t believe I’m asking a civilian this question. “How many rounds has he fired?” she asked Renee Fagan.

			“Six or eight, including the last two. We both got hit in the first salvo.”

			Which must’ve taken place before Clare arrived in the area.

			The conservation officer made her way over to the wounded couple, assessed wounds. The foot was nasty but not critical, Renee’s shoulder only a nick, more or less.

			“What are we going to do?” Renee Fagan asked.

			“I’m thinking on it.” Training never quite prepared you for unreality, which was sometimes the job’s prevailing reality. Kangas was a semi-­hermit, a bigmouth drunk who loved to bully anybody he could.

			“Women cops are losers,” her mother used to proclaim. 

			“What’s that make those loser cops’ mothers?” she’d retort, which usually ended the discussion.

			“I’m going to talk to Kangas,” Clare told Renee. “Give me a few minutes and yell out that the state police are here.”

			“The troopers are coming?”

			“Just yell it out.”

			By the time the yell came, the game warden was on the shooter’s porch. His front door was open, only a screen between them. “Gig’s up Forddy, troops are on the scene. You know they’ll come in shooting.”

			“Fuck them,” Kangas said. “And you too, you cunt cop.”

			CO Clare went through the screen with her flashlight in the man’s face, sending him backwards with her on top of him. She heard a gun go off in her ear and then a ringing and no other sound as she roughly rolled him face down, pulled his arms back and cuffed him. “Goddamn you, Forddy, you might’ve killed your neighbors. Or me.”

			“Fuck them, fuck you,” the man muttered.

			Suddenly it was daylight, so white and bright that even in the man’s cabin she kept blinking.

			“God’s here,” Kangas said.

			Pokey Clare got him up and walked him out into the light. There was no sun, just a massive coating of white light burying everything. She’d never seen any such thing, never even heard of it.

			“It’s God,” Kangas said again.

			She said, “With cops tied up everywhere, I guess he figured to send someone to fetch your sorry ass. It’s not God.”

			“It ain’t?”

			“Does that hot sky look like fire, maybe?”

			The old man said, “Uh huh.” Then, “You mean?”

			“You’re in deep shit, moron. Shit deeper than any court.”

			“I ain’t afraid,” Kangas said.

			“That just makes you a dumb ass.”

			At some point Deputy Gibb Pawlowski drove up in his cruiser. “You okay? I seen the girls at Laurie’s place and they said you come to get your work truck, only nobody seen you since and they’re all worried. Got to your house, but no you, so I nosed up this way and seen the truck.”

			She explained what had happened and he said, “Good grief, Pokey.”

			“Ain’t my fault. Them people attacked my house in the dark,” Forddy Kangas told the deputy. “I got proof,” Kangas added.

			“I bet you do,” Pawlowski said and turned to Clare. “I’ll run Kangas into the jail.”

			“I’ll get the Fagans to the hospital. The jail got power?”

			“No, everything’s black except the sky. Any idea what the hell is happening?”

			“The devil coming for Kangas,” she said. “This whole thing’s his fault.”

			•••

			The light in the sky lasted three hours and blinked out. The Fagans were at the hospital getting treatment. Pokey Clare drove back to the restaurant to check on her friends. She found them sitting at a table with candles, drinking wine.

			“You see that sky?” Curry Boland asked.

			“I saw,” the conservation officer said. She looked over at the ten-year-old. “You wanted to talk to me, Gainey?”

			“Not here,” the girl said. “Outside.”

			Standing in the dark the girl said, “This is not the end of the world. It’s a CME”

			“Come again?”

			“Coronal mass ejection, like a massisimus solar flare.” 

			“Yeah?”

			“I read about this kind of stuff all the time. Beats Facebook or dumb games. The light in the sky says this is a big deal, like an X-class flare. Geomagnetic fluctuations and disruptions, messed up GPS, all that crap. It will last nine hours and be over.”

			“For real?”

			“Yes ma’am. I’m gonna be a geophysicist when I grow up.”

			“Good for you, Gainey.”

			“The women inside are driving me crazy with end-of-the-world wah-wah-wah,” the kid said. “Will you please tell them everything will be fine, especially Ms. Boland. She’s like on the verge of losing it totally.”

			“Okay,” Pokey Clare said. “Why don’t you tell them yourself?”

			“Nobody listens to a kid.”

			The CO explained and this was met with doubt, but eventually they settled down and Clare excused herself and continued her patrol and found Gainey waiting out by her truck. “Geophysicist, eh?”

			“Or dolphin trainer,” the girl said. “I’m like torn, ya know?”

			Pokey stuck out her pinky. “Sisters?”

			The girl hooked her pinky through the adult’s. “Sisters.”

			Pokey Clare smiled until the power came back, precisely nine hours after it had gone out.

		

	
		
			Gravy and Bear Breath

			“At ease, Graveraet.”

			Meanderbelle Graveraet said, “Yes Sergeant.”

			“That name, Graveraet, where’s that come from exactly?”

			“My mom and dad.”

			“Don’t be a wiseass. I said at ease, not off the wall.”

			“Sorry, Indian and Dutch, Sarn’t.”

			“You a tribal, Cadet?”

			“No, Sergeant. Never signed up.”

			“But you qualify?”

			“Yes, Sergeant.”

			“Listen to me Graveraet, I really mean it. At ease. This isn’t commander to cadet. This is just the two of us.”

			“Whatever you say, Sergeant.”

			“Are you hardcore, Graveraet?”

			“No Sarn’t.”

			“Know what your classmates call you?”

			“No, Sergeant.”

			“Gravy. They say everything flows easy for you. Good looks, smarts, great shape, tough. Gravy. You like that name?” 

			“No opinion, Sergeant.”

			“You know why we’re here, just us two?”

			“No Sarn’t.”

			“Because I see buds of leadership qualities I want to see in full bloom. Who’s the best all-around cadet in the class here, Gravy?”

			“Me, Sergeant.”

			“Bit conceited, donchuthink?”

			“No sergeant. That’s how I see it.”

			“You’re a weirdo, Gravy. Air Force Academy, third academically in your class, seven years in the Office of Special Investigations, rank of captain, and you signed up for this abuse?”

			“Affirmative, Sergeant.”

			“Mind explaining? It doesn’t add up for me.”

			“Bored. Second looey, first looey I got to work and make cases, captain they plopped me more and more in an office. I’d made major, the office is all I’d’ve seen. Not for me, Sergeant. I hate desks.”

			“Why’d you go to OSI?”

			“Couldn’t pass the physical for PJ school.”

			“Bullshit. You earned your jump wings at the academy.”

			“Yes, Sergeant.”

			“So why wouldn’t the PJs make an exception?”

			“Just how it is with them, Sarn’t. No nuts, no can do.”

			“No female PJs?”

			“None I know or heard of.”

			“Piss you off?”

			“No Sergeant. Well maybe a little.”

			“So here you are.”

			“Affirmative Sergeant. Here I am.”

			“Who in the class beside you has the most promise?”

			“Barnes,” she said.

			“Bear Breath?”

			“Yes, Sarn’t.”

			“Why?”

			“Book smart, common sense, good emotional control.”

			“He was a pretty fair college football player but he can’t cut the physical program here.”

			“He can,” she said.

			“Why isn’t he?”

			“I don’t know, Sergeant.”

			“Don’t you give a shit about your classmates?”

			“To be perfectly frank, all I care is that they don’t get in my way, Sergeant.”

			“Seems like an anti-team attitude, Cadet Graveraet.”

			“No, Sergeant. We become a team only after we graduate. Except in exercises where teamwork is required.”

			“That’s cold-blooded.”

			“So’s life, Sarn’t.”

			“How many tours you pull in Afghanistan?”

			“Two.”

			“Your record says Purple Heart and Bronze Star with a V.”

			“Yes, Sergeant.”

			“Spill any blood, Graveraet?”

			“Yes, Sergeant.”

			“Like to spill mine right now?”

			“I’ll take the Fifth.”

			“This ain’t a court.”

			“I still take the Fifth.”

			The sergeant stared at her and shook his head. “Bear Breath, that’s really your opinion?”

			“It is, Sergeant.”

			“Are you tightly wrapped and all business, Cadet Graveraet, a Zoomie to the core?”

			“No, Sergeant.”

			“Way I see it, Gravy, you don’t like men and class competition is some kind of personal vendetta.”

			She stared at him. “You’re entitled to your opinion, Sergeant.”

			“You always in control, Gravy?”

			“I try, Sarn’t.”

			“You one of them Lebanese types, Gravy?”

			“Beg your pardon, Sergeant?”

			“Lebanese, carpet-muncher, like that.”

			“None of your business, Sergeant.”

			“You gonna boohoo and call your lawyer now?”

			“No Sergeant. I handle my own fights.”

			“This a fight, is it?”

			“If that’s how you want it to go, Sarn’t.”

			“The others aren’t real lovey-dovey with you, are they Gravy?”

			“No Sergeant, they’re insecure.”

			“They are? Tell me three things I don’t know about you.”

			“One, afraid to fly. Two, can’t hold my liquor. Three, I love to fuck.”

			The sergeant laughed out loud. “Jump wings and afraid to fly?”

			“Is what it is, Sarn’t.”

			“Are numbers two and three connected?”

			“They can be, but no.”

			“Bear Breath. Seriously?”

			“Yes, Sarn’t.”

			“Could he top the class?”

			“It’s probable.”

			“Top even you?”

			“Yes, Sarn’t.”

			“Good. That bother you if he finished numero uno?”

			“Not if he earned it.”

			The sergeant stepped back. “Okay, Gravy, do that.”

			“Sergeant?”

			“Do what you said.”

			“Which is?”

			“Make Bear Breath compete and push you for the top slot in the class.”

			“Isn’t that your job, Sergeant?”

			The sergeant stiffened. “I see you as a leader, Cadet Graveraet. Prove it to me, prove it to everyone, prove it to yourself. Barnes is your test. You think that’s unfair?”

			“No Sergeant.”

			“You must think something.”

			“If I told you, I’d have to use the word asshole and I choose not to do that.”

			“I talked to your academy coach. You hold every physical fitness and long distance running record in academy history. All five-feet-three of you. No more dicking around, Graveraet. I think you’ll be a top officer and I want you to lift Bear Breath and the rest of the class.”

			“How?”

			“Push them until they hate your guts.”

			“Why would I do that?”

			“Because the hate won’t last. It will convert grudge to respect over time, and respect into love. You want to be loved, Gravy. We all do.”

			“If you say so, Sergeant.”

			“Twelve Mike,” the sergeant said. “Focus on that. You run as far as you can in twelve minutes, carry a day pack and a .308. We want you to push the whole class to a class average record.” 

			“Why me, Sergeant?”

			“Because I can’t run that far anymore. Want to know what you get out of this?”

			“Satisfaction, Sergeant?”

			The NCO chuckled. “You ever at a loss for words, Gravy?”

			“Not so far, Sergeant.”

			He looked her in the eye. “I think those PJs fucked their own doggie when they passed on you. Now beat it, skedaddle. I’m all out of chittychatshit.”

			•••

			Barnes was in a study room. His given name was Rob. She sat in a chair next to him. “Wanna be my workout partner?” she asked.

			“Why me?”

			“I need a partner who can push me.”

			He laughed out loud. “I’d have to catch you to push you.”

			“I know,” she said, deadpan.

			“Are you serious?”

			“Damn right.”

			“What do you have in mind?”

			“Mornings before they get us up. And at our free hour every night. Aerobic, anaerobic, free weights, all of it.”

			“Why me?” he asked.

			She put her face to his. “Kiss me.”

			He did and she said, “Sweet breath, not bear. Partners?”

			“More kissing too?”

			“Not likely.”

			“So I don’t have to stay on top of dental hygiene?”

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“For the record, you don’t taste like Gravy,” Barnes said.

			Graveraet punched her training partner in the bicep. It was like striking a cinderblock filled with cement. “We’re gonna beat the Twelve Mike record,” she said.

			“You, maybe.”

			“You, me, all of us, the whole class.” She looked him in the eye. “Trust me, Partner. You just won the lottery.”

			He grinned. “What did you win?”

			“Nothing special,” she said, knowing that she would not be treated special, which would make it special, and normal.

		

	
		
			Working the Problem

			“What the hell is going on?” husband Ronald threw at her seconds after rolling off her. “Used to be twice a day and now you’re gone a week and you’re too tired?”

			“Leave it alone, Ronald. I hardly had enough strength to walk into the house.”

			“No damn wonder, up there in a dorm, sneaking bed to bed all night long, you got plenty of strength for all those guys, but not your own spouse.”

			She sat up. “Are you stupid? It’s a police academy. Even if anybody had the wants, nobody has the get-go or the opportunity.”

			“Ah, so you admit there’re attractions.”

			“We’ve been over this ground before,” she said. “Every damn weekend they let me come home.”

			Ronald sat up. “How would you like it if our situations were reversed and I was up there in a dorm sleeping with twenty women?”

			She sighed. How many times did they have to have this argument? Ronald Colt Bridges, she said in her mind. I want a divorce. I’ve had enough and I’m filing. It sounded so solid in her head but the words refused to transfer to her mouth. She’d married a tripartite name, three assholes rolled into one, more to hate. The thought made her giggle.

			“Something is funny to you?” Ronald said with a gotcha in his voice. “Tell me his name.”

			“There is no him.”

			“Oh God,” her husband said, slapping his forehead. “It’s a damn woman, isn’t it?”

			She squinted and reached for her robe. “Yah, you got me Ronnie, we go all night long, four women and me, that’s it and now you know my secret so let me sleep. I’m exhausted.”

			“Long as it ain’t men,” Ronald said. “Want to tell me about it?”

			“They’ll kill me,” she said, spearing her slippers in the dark.

			“I can keep a secret,” he said. “It turns me on. Where are you going?”

			“To the couch, Ronald. I need sleep.” 

			“Work the problem!” their instructors bellowed every day, all day, every exercise, every simulation and drill. They had just come off three days of chilled ice tank drills, no exposure suits, swimsuits only, bare skin turning blue, the whole ordeal in total darkness. She had never imagined, much less experienced anything like it. Cold was a monster that didn’t need teeth to take you apart. Never wanted to do it again, but knew if she was out on the job and saw someone in trouble she’d be out on the ice trying to help, the urge more in the heart than in the mind.

			Just awful. Total fear, anger, frustration, disorientation and you had to stay focused, control everything, be in charge of the problem that you found, no matter what it was. Work the problem, work the problem, stay in the game, work the problem, focus, focus. Twice she’d thought she was drowning, had been right on the edge, felt it grinning, but fought her way back. Now this bullshit? 

			Yesterday, all day long, fifteen pairs of cadets running around with canoes on their shoulders, five hundred pounds of dead weight inside the aluminum craft. Back and forth across a grass field slipping in cold rain. Torture, but she knew the instructors wanted to push them past their endurance, give them a look at their breaking points. So far she had remained plastic, pushing out the breaking point, but this, at home, every weekend they got off, in her sanctuary? No way. 

			She’d known before leaving for the DNR academy that this was going to be a problem. Ronald Colt Bridges was a cling-on, Mr. Milquetoast Macho. If she left him, would that mean he had broken her when the academy couldn’t? Corporal Holloway, in her last tank experience, had outweighed her by a hundred pounds, hauled her to the bottom like an anchor, and held her there.

			She had wiggled and squirmed and finally gotten an elbow free and blasted him in the nose as hard as she could. She was sure she had heard cartilage crack but he had let loose immediately and she had hauled him to the surface and multiple hands helped both of them out of the tank. Holloway sat there with a stupid, dazed look, blood streaming from his nose, grinning for God’s sake. Grinning. Out cold on his butt, and grinning. Good God!

			That night after chow he’d pulled her aside. “Never hesitate to do what you have to do when you’re immersed in a goat rodeo. Great job, Cadet Lungcharsky. You worked the problem.”

			Goat rodeo? What was this if not that?

			“Ronald,” she said. “You go sleep on the couch. Pack your bags in the morning and get out. I’m calling a lawyer.”

			“Maybe you need a lesson in who’s the boss here.”

			“Ronald, if you so much as try to touch me, you’ll be sleeping on a steel gurney in the ER tonight. Get the hell out of my bedroom.”

			Her husband lingered at the doorway and finally turned away. She closed the door behind him. 

			And slept peacefully and deeply, dreamlessly, the way dead souls slept in eternity.

			Come morning, Ronald was sitting at the kitchen table with sunken eyes. “You look like shit,” she told him.

			“Because of you, I cried all night.”

			“Tears can be good for the soul,” she said. “A cleanser.”

			“This cop thing makes me crazy,” he said. “You know that.”

			“I do know that, but it’s going to happen, Ronald. This is what I want. I’ll graduate, put on my badge, and hit the field and be out all hours with partners, mostly men. That’s reality.”

			“It doesn’t have to be,” he said, softening his tone. “I make enough to take care of us. Stay home, start our family.” Ronald was district supervisor for a
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