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Learning Curve

Two of them pinned the tall boy’s arms against the wall of the school building. Two others did the punching; one would step back and take a breath and the other would take over. They started with the head and worked their way down. Steam boiled out of their mouths as they whispered curses in the fall air. He wouldn’t have hollered for help. Wouldn’t have given them the satisfaction. They gagged him anyway. Stuffed his mouth with a jockstrap. It tasted salty with someone else’s sweat and urine and made him feel filthy. A dirty animal. Down the hill behind them, the bonfire crackled and sputtered, and teenagers talked and sang. A radio blared the Talking Heads. “Burning Down the House.” The tall boy tried to concentrate on the music and on the sparks darting into the air, send his pain floating into the night sky.

They punched him in the crotch, and he felt as if a flaming log had shot up the hill and buried itself in his gut. He gulped. Almost swallowed the jockstrap. The one holding his right arm laughed. “Not the balls. That’s lower than low.” They let go of him. He folded in half and fell to the ground. He coughed up the gag and a tooth chip and a mouthful of blood. Don’t cry, he told himself, but he did. Big, heaving sobs.

One of them kicked him in the side. “Woman. Should have earrings in both ears. Fucking baby.”

“No,” said another. “He’s a f... f... f... fucking b... b... b... baby.” The four of them laughed.

He curled up on the ground, covered his head with his arms. The grass felt cool on the side of his face. He wished he could bury his whole body in the coolness. Disappear into it. Melt away.

“I think he peed in his pants,” said the fat one. He bent over and took the tall boy’s baseball cap off his head and put it backward on his own.

“He always smells.”

“No. He did. He fucking pissed all over himself.”

“Let’s call his old man to mop it up.”

That hurt him more than the punches and kicks. He propped himself up on his elbow. He lifted his head; it felt heavy. A block of concrete on his neck. He tried to open his eyes; they were already swelling shut and all he could see through the slits were shadows. He wanted to tell them something. Get one insult in. What came out was a growl. “You b... b... bastards.”

The fat one pushed the tall boy’s head down with his shoe and kept it there, as if he were propping his foot up on a rock. “Did you s... s... s... say something, d... d... d... dickhead?” They all laughed again.

Someone down the hill saw them. A teacher’s voice: “Hey, what’s going on up there?”

“We’re outta here,” said the fat one. He took his foot off the tall boy’s head. “Come on!” He threw the tall boy’s baseball cap on the ground.

Three of them ran to the car. The fourth, the one with the most arm patches on his letter jacket, leaned over and whispered in the tall boy’s ear: “Listen good, Motorhead. Talk to her again and I’ll kill ya, you creepy son of a bitch.” He grabbed the ear. “One more thing. You’re fuckin’ out of uniform.” He ripped off the earring, tossed the gold loop in the grass and went after the others.

On Monday, the tall boy went to school. His hand repeatedly went up to his left ear to finger the bandage. That tiny part of him, the torn earlobe, throbbed more than his entire body. He kept to himself all day; he always did anyway. Nothing had changed, really, except now he had a burning hate where once there was emptiness. He preferred the hate to the emptiness; it filled him up and gave him purpose. He had to find a way to get back at them. Sweet Justice would be patient and clever; he was a smart motorhead. Whatever happened would be their fault.

What goes around comes around.

He knew she was sitting there during lunch, at her usual table with her girlfriends. He longed to look at her. Longed to let her know that he blamed her. She must have said something to them. Maybe she told them to do it. Yes. She was also guilty. At first he thought she was different from the others. Thought she was good. Another Snow White. He was wrong; her beauty had fooled him. Bitch. She was as mean and shallow as the rest of them. Sweet Justice would nail her someday, too.

What goes around comes around, beautiful.

“Jesus. What happened to him?” asked one of the girls in between bites of a sandwich. “He get hit by a truck, or what? At least he lost the jewelry. Band-Aid’s an improvement.”

The other girls at the table laughed. All but one. The tallest, and the only one with black hair. “Leave him alone,” she said.

The girl with the sandwich: “Got the hots for him? He make ya cream your jeans? Thought you had better taste than that.”

“The creep asked her to homecoming,” said one eating yogurt with a carrot stick. “I heard him. During choir. You should’ve seen his face when she turned him down. I thought he was gonna bawl right there on the risers. Right during ‘Ave Maria.’ ”

“Shut the hell up,” said the dark-haired one. She grabbed her lunch bag and left the table.

The other girls watched her go. The one with the yogurt ran the carrot around the inside of the carton. “She broke up with Denny. Big fight. This morning. Saw them in the parking lot.” She paused for drama, and to take a lick off the carrot. “She ain’t going to homecoming.”

The bell rang and the students got up, some leaving their trash on the table. A janitor pushed a broom into the lunchroom. He picked up apple cores and napkins and tossed them into the garbage cans as he went along. The tall kid stared at the custodian until their eyes met. The man nodded. The boy got up, threw his lunch sack into the garbage. He walked past the janitor and said in a low voice, “Later, P... p... pa.”
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Bunny Pederson would be alive today if her best friend hadn’t picked peach for the bridesmaids’ dresses.

“I’m a fucking pumpkin,” said Bunny, standing in the ladies’ room at the bar and scrutinizing her hips in the mirror. She swayed drunkenly, grabbed the countertop for support and burped. Something fruity came up; too much Asti. She swallowed it back. Raised her arms and sniffed under her pits. Damn deodorant was quitting on her. She turned around and looked over her shoulder to scan her butt.

“Peach is good on you,” said Katie Stodel, the other bridesmaid and a twig of a woman. She brushed a few strokes of blush into the hollows of her cheeks and dusted between her breasts.

Bunny grabbed the dress at the hips and tugged down. It crawled up again and bunched under her bodice. “Black would have been better. Slenderizing.”

“Black? For a wedding?”

“A fall wedding. Everyone does it.”

“Not in Moose Lake.”

“This town should join the twenty-first century.” Bunny hiccuped.

Katie dropped the blush compact in her handbag and tightened the drawstring. She and Bunny had matching purses made from the same material as the dresses. “She went cheap on the flowers, but the music was nice. I love J.D.” She started humming “Sunshine on My Shoulders.”

“John Denver’s a wuss. She should’ve gone with my pick.”

“The vocalist didn’t know it.”

Bunny loosened the string on her bag and reached inside. She pulled out a folded piece of paper and waved it in Katie’s face. “I got the words right here.” She opened the paper and started singing “Can’t Help Falling in Love,” but stopped after “fools rush in” to burp.

“Was Elvis as drunk as you when he sung that?”

“Shut up.” Bunny hiccuped again, dropped the paper on the wet counter. She picked it up, shook it off, folded it. Tucked it back in her purse. “Chad and me, we had that song at our wedding dance. Made the DJ play it four times.”

“Yeah, and look what it done for you. How long you been divorced?”

Bunny flipped her the bird and pulled a tube of gloss out of her bag. She leaned closer to the mirror and applied another layer to her lips. She stepped back and saw the wet counter had left a waterline across her abdomen. “Great. Now I’m a soggy pumpkin. Screw this. I’m sliding into some jeans. Drive me home?”

“Stick your stomach under the hand dryer. Come on. Do it and let’s go.”

Bunny ignored her, kept looking at her reflection. Someone had slapped a NO FAT CHICKS bumper sticker to the top of the mirror. Bunny’s eyes kept wandering to the sign, as if it was meant for her. “This hairdo she picked out. Jesus Christ. What porn magazine did this come from?”

Katie was offended; she’d helped pick out the do. “It’s from Modern Bride.”

“Try Modern Slut.” Bunny reached up, pulled out a few bobby pins. The brown pile atop her head came cascading down. She bent over and shook her hair and stood up again. She looked in the mirror and groaned. Medusa. “Gimme your brush.”

“Didn’t bring one. Use your comb.”

“It’ll never get through this mess. Take me home. Please?”

“They’re cutting the cake. German chocolate. Can’t you wait?”

“Forget it. I’ll walk.”

“The dress is fine. Stay.”

“I’d stay if it wasn’t peach. Peach in October. Might as well be orange.”

“What should I tell Melissa?”

“That she has shit taste.”

Bunny shivered and held her sweater close as she clicked through the parking lot. Should have worn a coat, she thought. Shouldn’t have had that fourth glass of Asti Spumante. She felt sick. She ducked between two pickup trucks, bent over and vomited. She straightened up, leaned her back against one of the trucks and reached into her purse for some Kleenex. She wiped her mouth, blew her nose, tossed the tissue to the ground. The night air was hazy. Neighbors were burning leaves in their yards. Something else was smoking. What was it? She sniffed. Bratwurst. Burning leaves and brats. She loved the smells. They smelled like Friday night in a small town. Bunny inhaled deeply and immediately felt better. She brushed some hair off her face. Hoped she didn’t get puke on it. She considered turning around and going back into the bar, but she couldn’t stand the dress a minute longer. She wrapped her sweater tight around her body, shoved her evening bag under her armpit and kept going. A short walk, she told herself. Less than a mile.

Halfway there the heels started to hurt. She kicked them off and picked them up. Peach pumps. When would she wear those again? Waste of money, and she didn’t have money to waste. Two kids to support on a crappy waitress job. Chad was late with his child support. Again. He should have shown up Thursday morning with the money and to take the boys duck hunting. Here it was, Friday night. No Chad, no check. Come morning she’d have to drive down to St. Paul and bang on his door. She knew he was struggling. Still, he had money for a new snowmobile. Why couldn’t he pay on time for his sons? She was always short of money and the boys always needed things. They were growing out of their sneakers faster than she could buy them. Winter was around the corner. They’d need new boots and coats and snow pants, thought Bunny. Hockey skates. What about hockey skates? Last year’s wouldn’t fit either one of them. Little Chad was going to need new goalie pads for sure. Both boys’ helmets were still good. The sticks, too. Where did she put those sticks? They weren’t in the garage. The basement?

Home was a couple of blocks away. She could see the porch light. That dim bulb teenager she’d hired to baby-sit was probably out there smoking. Better not be her pack he was puffing. A cigarette would be good right now, thought Bunny. She couldn’t fit her Marlboros and matches into the stupid little bag Melissa made her carry down the aisle. Another waste of money. Won’t they all be pissed when the matron of honor returns in jeans and a sweatshirt? Tough shit. Tacky bar reception anyway with tacky bar food. Who serves onion rings and buffalo wings at their wedding? Besides, thought Bunny, it’s all Modern Bride Melissa’s fault for picking peach. Peach dresses. Peach shoes. Peach purses. Even peach nail polish.

Some women turn thirty and panic because their lives aren’t headed in the direction they’d hoped. When Bunny hit thirty earlier that fall, she hardly noticed. Her life was exactly what she’d expected. She saw it unfold ahead of her years ago, in high school. She could pinpoint the exact time and place and circumstances of the epiphany: between second and third period, in the girls’ bathroom, while she was sitting on the pot reading the instructions from a drugstore pregnancy kit. As long as it took for her to pee on the stick and wait for it to change is about how long it took for her to let go of any grand plans for the future. She married a month before she gave birth and was pregnant again before she turned twenty. She lost the third; that didn’t surprise or upset her. Got her tubes tied at twenty-five—smartest thing she ever did, she told friends. She didn’t tell herself that working at the restaurant was temporary, until something better came along. Bunny knew nothing better ever comes along, especially in small towns.

Her low expectations were always on the money. She expected Chad to take off and he did. Anticipated the heartache and was relieved when it finally came. He was too much for her. Too handsome. Too decent. Too well built. Too desired by other women. Bunny never got what everyone else wanted, only what no one else wanted. Leftovers. Some nights she’d be in bed next to him, listening to him snore, watching his chest rise and fall with each breath. She imagined she actually loved him and he loved her. Then she’d snap out of it, wonder if she should kick him out and get it over with.

She let him dump her instead because kicking him out would have taken planning and Bunny wasn’t good at planning. She was better at watching things head her way and letting them happen.

Open. Chink. Close. Chink. Open. Chink. Close. Chink. He couldn’t keep both hands on the wheel. Too nervous. Too jumpy. Not too high, though. He steered with his left hand and with his right pushed the switch on his stiletto. The blade shot out of the handle. A snake’s tongue. Pointed and straight and narrow. He closed it and the snake’s tongue darted back inside. He loved the chink sound it made. Metallic and mechanical at the same time. Open. Chink. Close. Chink. Open. Chink. Close. Chink. His forehead itched under his baseball cap. He reached up and scratched it with the knife handle. Scratched and scratched until it burned.

“Dammit,” he muttered. He dropped the knife in his lap and turned the cap around so it was backward. On the back of the cap in embroidered script: Elvis Has Left the Building. He picked up the knife. Open. Chink. Close. Chink.

When he spotted her walking on the side of the road, he had that thought he always had after a bad day. After too many pills. After too many nights on the road. Alone and driving, driving, driving. A white-hot thought that burned his brain and warmed his body. The thought went this way: a small movement of the wrists and hands. No greater than the effort it takes to wave good-bye. Shoo away a wasp. Twist the gas cap off a car. Flip open a jackknife. A small, controlled movement. That’s all it would take to flatten someone. A quick jerk of his steering wheel to the right and they would be finished. Gone. All they ever were. All they ever hoped to be. All their high-and-mighty dreams. Crushed. Erased with the slightest movement of his hands. So breakable, the human body. Doesn’t take much to do a lot of damage. Cripple. Kill someone.

Open. Chink. Close. Chink. She could be that someone. Open. Chink. He saw her weave a bit. She was drunk. He liked drunks. They made it easier. She dropped something. Shoes? She picked them up and kept walking. The dress was a perfect target. When his lights hit it, it glowed. A walking neon sign. HIT ME! He passed her slowly, took a right down a side street. He wanted to circle the block and drive by her again. Do a little calculating. Close. Chink. Open. Chink. Give it more consideration. Pop another pill. They always made him smarter. Braver, too. He closed the knife for good, shoved it in his pants pocket. He flipped on the interior light and looked over at the passenger’s side. Shit. The top had come off the bottle. Pills all over the seat. He eyed the mess, hunting for the yellowish Adderall tablets. He picked out one and popped it in his mouth. Chewed. It tasted nasty, but chewing worked the amphetamines faster than swallowing whole. He grabbed his Coke cup and sucked on the straw. Watery dregs. How many was that tonight? Two? Three? Doesn’t matter, he thought. As long as he felt wired for action. Gotta fly high this weekend to make up for the week. The week had been a black hole. Most of his work weeks were black holes; his life disappeared into them. Vanished without a trace. He flicked off the dome light.

He wouldn’t think about flattening someone in a car. Cars were weak. Couldn’t be trusted to handle even the smallest smack. His Ford truck could take it. It had taken it before. Trucks were his safe world. Didn’t matter if he was driving them or working on them. Trucks recognized his talent. Bent to his will and skill. His red F150 had an extended cab and eight-foot box covered by a sturdy topper. Brush guard across the front that protected the lights and grill. There’d be limited damage to the vehicle. Nothing he couldn’t fix himself. If she went up on the hood, she might take the windshield with her. Again, no big deal. He’d get the hell out of town quick. Fix it when he got home. The surface conditions were right. Hard, dry road. There’d be no tracks. He’d drive away. Check the papers in the morning for her name. She probably deserved it. He figured most people deserved to get run over for one thing or another. Maybe it was for something they did that morning. Maybe it was for something mean they did years ago. Could be they forgot what they did wrong; that didn’t make it right again. He wondered what she did. Decided he didn’t care.

It would be a good night for Sweet Justice, coming as it did on the heels of a black hole week filled with mean people.

“The shop’s limited on floor space.”

“We’re vendor downsizing.”

“Does anyone wear dress shirts anymore?”

“Got flannel? Don’t bother me if it ain’t flannel.”

“Read the sign. No solicitors. Take your shitty shirts outta here.”

They were shitty shirts, and he knew it. That’s what the side of his truck should read, he thought. GET YOUR SHITTY SHIRTS HERE. He pulled at the collar of his oxford. Stiff and new and scratchy. He hated wearing his own merchandise; all the salesmen had to pay for their own samples and it was a drain even at cost. He was too tall for most of the stuff and it never fit right, but he’d run out of clean clothes and didn’t want to waste quarters at a Laundromat. He undid another button at the neck and the button came off in his hand. He tossed it onto the seat with the pills and muttered, “Shitty shirts.”

He circled the block and saw her in his lights again. Fat ass taking up more than its share of the road. That dress. What was she, some old prom queen? Probably thinks she’s hot shit. She deserved it, all right. He was coming up on her fast. His only hesitation was checking the rearview mirror to make sure there was no one behind him, and there wasn’t. He clenched his teeth, tightened his grip on the steering wheel. Then something amazing happened. She stumbled and fell flat on her face. He couldn’t believe how much she was helping him. “Now!” he said out loud. He gunned it and yanked the wheel to the right. He smiled at the satisfying thump-thump as the front right wheel rolled over her. Then the back right one. Another thump-thump. Solid sounds. He could feel them through his steering wheel. He said, “Perfect!”

He slowed and checked his rearview mirror. A smear on the side of the road. He punched off his lights and peeled away. He took the next right, drove a mile down the country road. He pulled over and turned off the engine. “Damn!” he said, and pounded the steering wheel with his fists. “Damn!” He threw his head back and exhaled while a shudder started at the top of his head and rippled down to his toes. He was panting. His heart was zooming. Patching out. Burning rubber. Such a rush. Such a high. Better than the best blow. Better than racing down the highway with all the windows rolled down and the needle pushing past eighty. Past ninety. Past a hundred. The prom queen didn’t even squeal. Didn’t have time. Lying drunk on the road one second, squished dead the next. He wondered how her face looked right as he nailed her. Longed to see that surprise. Mouth hanging open and pressed into the tar. He wished he could have heard her last words. Wondered what she squeaked as the life was pressed out of her. “Shit!” or “Help!” or “Fuck!” or maybe, simply, “No!” Did she cry out for her ma or her pa or her lover? The eyes. He bet her eyes were so wide when he rolled over her they looked pure white, as if the pupils had popped out. He figured the prom queen had to be dead. Get back on the road and keep going, he told himself. Keep driving. Stopping is never smart. Someone could see him, see his truck pulled to the side. He hadn’t checked carefully; there might be something caught on the tires. A bit of material. Someone could spot it. He told himself to savor the moment only a couple of minutes longer.

He wondered what else ever gave him such a high. Thought back to the last time he felt this good. Wasn’t about pills or the road or his wheels. God, that was fun. An even bigger high than this high. That was glorious. He was a real fuckin’ superhuman superhero. On top of a mountain on top of the world. He’d never get that back. Or could he? Maybe the dead prom queen could pull double duty. He punched his steering wheel again. “Hell, yeah!” he said. That’d serve Sweet Justice fine. He popped open the glove compartment and fished around for his sharpest knife. Decided the wire cutter would work better.

He pulled on some gloves. Worked quickly but carefully; he didn’t want blood on his clothes. Kept his eyes peeled for other lights. If someone stopped, he’d tell them he found her there and was taking her to a hospital. Only two cars drove past. One right after the other while he was sliding her into the back. Their headlights scared the shit out of him, but neither car slowed. He figured the whole town was sleeping or out drinking. That was all there was to do in small towns late at night. He took out a bag of sand, part of the truck’s winter gear. He emptied it over a spot of blood on the road. He pulled off the gloves. Checked the road one last time with his flashlight. He’d almost left her shoes. He picked them up and tucked them inside the tarp with the body.

He didn’t sleep at all Friday night. The Adderall did that. He gassed up the truck at a station off Interstate 35. Used the bathroom to wash his hands, wash the wire cutter, check his clothes. Grabbed a Coke. Paid for it and the gas. The tired clerk hardly gave him a look when she rung him up. He stepped outside and walked around the truck. He didn’t see any blood or cloth on the tires. Noticed a sub shop next door to the gas station. He wasn’t hungry. The Adderall did that, too. He leaned against the side of his truck, unscrewed the cap off the Coke and took a long drink. He had the driver’s window opened a crack; a Judas Priest CD was pounding inside the car. Every once in a while he patted his jacket pocket to make sure her finger was still there, wrapped in plastic.
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He wanted to hear what people were saying about the prom queen. Did they assume she was dead? Kidnapped? He decided to spend Saturday morning making sales calls in town. He wouldn’t be an unusual figure; he’d called on most of the shops before. He walked into a clothing store with a box of individually packaged shirts and asked the clerk if he could see the store owner. The girl went into the back office. Toward the front of the store, two women were picking through a rack of Halloween costumes and talking about the missing woman. He listened while taking the shirts out of the box and stacking them on the counter.

“Spider-Man,” said the fat one, holding up a nylon outfit of red and blue. She checked the price tag. “On sale. Twenty bucks. Size ten. Could fit your youngest.”

“He was Spider-Man last year,” said the skinny one. She kept shuffling through the rack. “What do you think happened to her?”

The fat one pulled out a Batman costume, stared at it for a few seconds and put it back. “Sleeping it off somewhere. I heard she got drunk as a skunk at the reception.”

The skinny one held up a skeleton costume. “This one’s got a rip. Maybe they’ll knock off a couple of bucks.”

The store owner came out of the office and shook her head. “Sorry. Not unless it’s wool or flannel. Winter’s on the way.”

He scooped up the shirts and dropped them back in the box. “Thanks anyway.” He slipped out the door and went to the truck.

By Saturday afternoon, he was congratulating himself. Hauling the body around with him was brilliant. The body would keep. He’d wrapped it in a tarp and it was cold enough outside to prevent it from rotting right away. The topper kept everything dry and out of the open. He wouldn’t bury her until the cops had searched the area. Then he’d put the prom queen someplace they’d already covered. A place they’d never find her.

Bolstered by the amphetamines, he even had the guts to stop at a diner for coffee. He watched from the restaurant window while a sheriff’s deputy walked down the sidewalk toward the truck. He held his breath and squeezed his coffee cup with both hands. The deputy walked right by without a glance. He exhaled and loosened his grip around the mug. He saw the waitress heading toward him and busied himself with the menu.

“How about a warm-up?”

He slid the cup toward her and she filled it. He raised his eyes as far as her name tag. “Thanks, B... B... Bonnie.”

After his coffee he got a room in a motel outside of town. Water stains on the ceiling. Matted shag carpet. Sagging bed. Television with free cable that didn’t work. Reminded him of every other motel he had ever stayed at while working sales. His first job was right after high school, peddling wholesale party goods. Plates, cups, napkins, streamers, balloons, piñatas. Great samples. Cheap for him to buy and useful. He didn’t do dishes the whole time he had that sales job. He and his old man would laugh as they sat down to dinner. “What are we celebrating tonight?” his pa would ask. They’d pull out birthday party plates or baby shower plates or Halloween plates. Then a string of other sales jobs, each ending with him getting fired or quitting. The one right before the shitty shirts was the worst—commercial cleaning supplies. He’d stand in bathrooms and squirt urinals with blue liquid or pink goop in an effort to convince janitors that his chemicals cleaned piss off porcelain better than some other guy’s products. He would never be a good salesman no matter what he sold. Didn’t have the personality for it. Couldn’t look people in the eye and bullshit with them. Backed down as soon as someone said “no.” He stuck with sales only because he loved riding around in his truck.

He threw his suitcase on the bed, opened it, rummaged around inside for her purse. He’d left her shoes wrapped up in the tarp with her body, but he wanted to check her handbag. Wondered what secrets were contained in a dead woman’s belongings. He loosened the drawstring and tipped the bag upside down on the bed. Bobby pins. Lipstick. Kleenex. Comb. Couple of quarters. Three tiny vials; perfume samples. He opened one and sniffed. Lily of the valley. He put the cork back in and threw the bottle on the bed. Something was stuck in the bottom of the bag. He reached inside and pulled out a square of folded paper. Finally, he thought, a little mystery. He opened it. Immediately recognized the lyrics. “Can’t Help Falling in Love.” He’d come all this way to run over an Elvis fan when he could have had his pick of them back home. He refolded the paper and slipped it back in the handbag. He thought about throwing away the lipstick, perfumes and bobby pins, but instead returned them to the purse. He put the quarters and comb in his pocket. He inspected the Kleenex. Clean. Put that in his pocket, too. He tightened the drawstrings on the purse and stuffed it into a dirty sock. He threw the sock back in the suitcase and closed it.

He went back into town for an early dinner; he finally had an appetite. By then, the flyers were up. He walked past the drugstore and saw the pharmacist taping one to the window. He read it through the plate glass. MISSING, it said. Below that was her photo and right beneath her photo, her name: Bunny Pederson. He hadn’t heard her name while walking around town and it never occurred to him she had a name other than the nickname he’d given her. The poster gave her height and weight—no wonder he’d strained to lift her into the truck—and age. Only thirty? He thought she was older than that. Time hadn’t been kind to Bunny Pederson’s face or figure. Were she alive, she’d probably be one of those loser women who’d consider sleeping with him. A washed-up prom queen. The poster said she was dressed in a peach bridesmaid’s dress and shoes. Carried a peach purse. Television is going to love that, he thought. A disappearing bridesmaid. That would be her new nickname: the bridesmaid. She was last seen leaving a wedding reception at a bar. That’s where the whole town was Friday night, he thought. CALL THE MOOSE LAKE POLICE OR CARLTON COUNTY SHERIFF’S OFFICE. Below that, what he was waiting for: volunteers were meeting in a church basement to prepare for a Sunday morning search of the woods and fields in the area. He checked his watch; he could still make it.

* * *

He steered the truck into the church parking lot. Jammed with news vans; he’d read the media right. His heart raced. Already, it was starting. He patted his jacket pocket; the finger was still there.
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“Pull!” said a husky female voice.

The clay pigeon thrown from the trap veered to the right. She aimed the barrel over the orange saucer and swung to the right, getting ahead of it. She counted to three in her head and squeezed the trigger. The disk exploded into a black cloud.

“Nice hit,” said her shooting partner. The crack of other guns and the smell of gunpowder warmed the cold fall air. A busy Saturday at the range.

“Your turn,” she said.

“Pull!” he said. His pigeon flew to the left and seemed to hang in midair for a moment, as if caught in an updraft. He pointed the barrel over the target and squeezed. The shot nicked off a sliver of orange and the rest of the disk fell to the ground. “Finally. A hit,” he said.

“Barely,” mumbled the teenage boy behind them. He was sitting in a chair keeping score. He ran the trap by pushing a button on a box he held in his palm. An extension cord connected the box to the concrete bunker that expelled the clays.

The man looked over his shoulder. “What’d you say, kid? Working on your tip?”

The boy grinned and started to say something, but it was lost in the rattle and whistle of a train crossing the nearby tracks.

“A chip’s still a hit,” the woman said over the noise. She slipped a shell into the chamber and pumped it forward. “Pull,” she said. Another throw to the right. She started the barrel pointing behind the pigeon and swung it smoothly ahead until it was past the disk before squeezing the trigger. It shattered; another square hit.

The man slid a shell into the chamber, pumped and raised his shotgun. “Pull.” He followed the target with the barrel. He closed his right eye and squeezed the trigger. A miss.

“Lost,” said the scorer.

“What am I doing wrong here, Paris?”

She took off her safety glasses and shoved them into the pocket of her shooting vest. “First off, are you shutting one of your eyes?”

“Yeah. Sometimes.”

“Don’t. This is a shotgun, not a rifle.” She pulled out her earplugs.

“Okay,” he said. “What else?”

Paris Murphy walked over to the gun rack behind the teenager, leaned her gun against it and went over to her husband. A gust of wind rattled the trees on either side of the range and sent more leaves floating to the ground. Murphy regretted leaving her gloves at home and tucked her numb hands under her armpits.

“You’re behind the pigeon when you should be in front of it.” She stood behind him. Jack Ramier was tall, but his wife nearly matched his height. She was slender, with a narrow waist and hips, but had large breasts and a runner’s well-defined legs. She had long black hair, violet eyes framed by thick lashes and olive skin—traits from her Lebanese mother and Irish father. Her complexion was flawless except for a crescent moon scar on her forehead—a souvenir from her job as a St. Paul Homicide detective.

“And your form is all wrong,” she said. She bumped the back of his legs with her knee. “Bend those knees, Jack. Relax. You’re not performing surgery.” Jack was an emergency room doctor at Regions Hospital downtown. “Put your left foot slightly forward. Keep your feet shoulder-width apart.” She put her hands on his hips. “Lean forward a little at the waist.”

“You’re getting me hot, wife.”

“Not in front of the kid.”

“This isn’t fair. You handle a gun all day long.”

“Stays in my purse ninety-nine percent of the time.”

“You’ve had training.”

“I’ve given you training.”

“I’ll say you have.” He turned and winked at her. He had curly brown hair and brown eyes that never failed to get her attention.

“Watch that muzzle control,” she said lowly. “Wouldn’t want your gun going off prematurely. Save something for tonight.”

“I got plenty of ammo,” he said, and they both laughed.

“You finished or what?” asked the boy behind them.

“We’re finished.” Murphy rubbed her hands together. “I’m cold, Jack. Give him a couple of bucks and let’s go inside. Sun’s going down anyway.”

Jack pulled three ones out of his pocket and handed them to the teenager. He set his gun next to his wife’s.

“You sure the chamber’s empty?” she asked.

He picked up his gun and checked. “Chamber empty. Safety on.”

“Good.”

He set the gun back on the rack. “I’m a quick study.” He shoved his glasses and plugs into his vest pocket.

“Yeah. Right. Don’t quit your day job.”

He smiled and followed her into the South St. Paul Rod and Gun clubhouse, a building that resembled a ranch-style house with a deck attached. The Mississippi River snaked in front of it and railroad tracks cut behind it. It was a block off Concord, a long street connecting the city of St. Paul and the suburb of South St. Paul. The gun club shared the neighborhood with a furniture liquidator, a used-car lot, a beauty shop and a Dairy Queen.

Murphy checked the bulletin board inside the clubhouse door. Covered with handwritten index cards and flyers: “Beretta AL390 Gold Mallard 20 GA. $725.” “Custom Docks. Call for an estimate.” “4×10 Utility Trailer made by Cargo. ALMOST NEW. Drop down ramp. $900.” “Lab choc. M. AKC Exc. bird dog. $2,500.” “FOR SALE. Remington 870. Nice clean gun. $450.” “German Wire-Haired Pups. AKC. Exc. Blood Lines. MAKE GOOD HUNTERS/FAMILY PETS. $500.”

“Decent price,” Murphy muttered. She grabbed a bar napkin and wrote down a phone number.

“Shopping for a gun?” asked Jack, looking over her shoulder.

“A dog.”

“Since when? You’re not home enough. Your place is too small. A dog would go stir-crazy on that dinky houseboat. It’d chew the shit out of everything.”

“Stop hyperventilating.” She shoved the napkin into the pocket of her jeans. “We’ll discuss it over a beer.”

It didn’t take much to turn their discussions into arguments, and that’s why they periodically separated. In their eight years of marriage, they’d lived apart as much as they’d lived together. Jack stayed in the house they’d bought together when they first got married. She had a houseboat on the Mississippi River, moored across from downtown at the St. Paul Yacht Club. They kept trying to make their marriage work and were most successful in the bedroom; they never argued about sex.

All the tables were taken; they found two stools next to each other at the bar. “What can I get you?” asked the bartender. He was a big man with curly red hair, a red beard and a red flannel shirt. He could have passed for a lumberjack.

“Grain Belt,” said Murphy.

“St. Pauli Girl,” said Jack.

“No imports.”

“Grain Belt then.”

The bartender set two cans on the bar. “Sign up for the big shoot?” He thumbed toward a flyer behind the bar: MINI JACKPOT TRAP SHOOT.

Murphy took a bump off her beer. “You betcha.”

He eyed Jack. “You that ringer she been threatening to bring in?”

Murphy laughed and then coughed and held a napkin to her face; she felt beer coming up her nose. Jack glared at her. She cleared her throat. “No,” she said. She blew her nose and took another sip of beer. “This is my husband, Jack. Jack, this is Gunnar.”

“Gunner?”

“Gunnar,” said the bartender, without smiling. He walked to the other end of the bar.

“Isn’t that what I said?”

“No. Gunnar is Norwegian or something. Gunner is . . . I don’t know . . . a good name for a hunting dog maybe.”

“Back to the dog, are we?”

“I’m the only one in my family without a dog.” She had nine brothers, no sisters.

“Your siblings are nuts. You can’t eat dinner at their houses without swallowing a pound of fur. Rawhide bones everywhere. Yards all tore up. They live in giant kennels.”

“I’ll be sure to pass that compliment on to my brothers—and their wives.” She frowned and brushed the hair from her forehead with her fingertips. She wasn’t comfortable with bangs. Jack said he found them attractive, told her she looked like Cleopatra. She used to wear her hair parted down the middle and pulled back. She got bangs over the summer to help cover the scar, a constant reminder of the fight she’d gotten into with a killer.

Jack popped open his beer and took a sip. “Forget the damn dog. Dog’s a bad idea.”

She didn’t answer. She turned in her stool to see who she knew in the bar. The room had paneled walls, a low ceiling and was cloudy with smoke. Four guys in camouflage jackets were at a table playing cards and puffing on cigarettes. She recognized a couple of them. Retired towboat crew. Her family used to run a bar along the Mississippi that served river workers. The two men saw her and nodded. Another table was filled with guys in blaze orange caps. They were hunkered over a map, planning a deer hunt. Murphy was envious. She wished Jack was more of a hunter. Maybe she could get out this season with her brothers.

She turned around to sip her beer. The television behind the bar was turned to the news. Gunnar walked over to switch channels when a female reporter came on. She was standing in front of a church, interviewing a tall man. “Stop,” Murphy said. She strained to listen. “Turn it up.”

“One of your cases?” asked Gunnar.

Murphy didn’t answer. She stared at the screen. The reporter was talking about how the tall guy was a traveling salesman who’d volunteered to join a search party. They were looking for a Moose Lake woman who’d disappeared Friday night after a wedding. “A bridesmaid who vanished,” the reporter said. She emphasized the word bridesmaid to show it made the story different. Special.

Jack watched his wife’s face. “What is it, Paris?”

“I recognize him.”

“From where? Work?”

“No. Can’t remember exactly. But not work.”

“Fuckin’ tall as a house,” said Gunnar. He grabbed a bar rag and wiped the counter.

Murphy studied the man while he continued talking to the reporter about why he’d volunteered, how he’d wanted to help. His face was pale and smooth and his eyes dark. His lips were full. Almost a woman’s mouth. He had black, slicked-back hair. In a strange way, he was attractive. Seductive. He looked like a vampire from a black-and-white movie. His left ear was weird. Looked as if he had two lobes. Some kind of accident? More familiar than his face was his voice. He had a trace of southern drawl, and a stutter. She could tell he was concentrating on his speech, pausing at words that were threatening to turn into a problem. Who did she know with a stutter? No one came to mind.

“Hey!” yelled one of the deer hunters. “How about some ESPN instead of this crap?”

“Yeah. Yeah. Keep your shirt on.” Gunnar walked over to the television and switched channels.

Murphy rubbed her arms; she had goose bumps under her sweatshirt, but not from the cold. Talking more to herself than to Jack: “I know him. How do I know him?”

Jack drained his can and set it down. “How about some dinner, babe? Something from that Mexican market down the road. I could go for some beans and rice.”

“I’ve got stuff in the fridge,” she said. She took one more sip of beer and slid off the bar stool. “Let’s get the guns and get outta here.”
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The school bus rattled down the road, kicking up a cloud that trailed behind like a phantom. The bus lurched to a halt and the dust ghost disappeared into the gravel. Thirty-three people in jeans and sweatshirts filed out, calling out the number each had been assigned before boarding the bus.

“One.”

“Two.”

“Three.”

“Four.”

“Five.”

Men. Women. Seniors. Middle-aged folks. A couple of teenagers. A few had water bottles strapped to their waists and candy bars shoved in their pockets; they were the ones who’d done this before and knew they’d get thirsty and hungry out in the field. They squinted in the fall light and wrinkled their noses. The air smelled of skunk. All wore coats or down vests over their sweatshirts and some donned mittens and stocking caps. The sunshine was deceptive; it was raw outside. Gusts of wind bent the tall grasses and blew the remaining leaves off the trees. It could have been December instead of October. Last off the bus was a sheriff’s deputy, a short, husky woman. “Number One takes the ditch along the road and the rest of you follow him in order,” she said.

The civilians lined up in firing-squad formation at one end of the meadow. They stretched their arms out so they’d be spaced apart evenly. Number One was the tallest in the crowd by two heads. The ditch was knee-deep, but when he stepped into it he still towered over the deputy and half the others in the group. The deputy studied his feet. “Hope those are decent boots,” she said. The ditch was swampy.

“Sorels,” he said. “I know how to d... dress, ma’am.”

“Guess you do,” she said. She noticed his baseball cap. A suede brim and E.P. embroidered on the front. “Those your initials?”

“Elvis Presley,” he mumbled. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket and averted his eyes.

He’s a weird one, she thought. She turned her attention to the rest of the group, eyed the row of volunteers. She wished she had someone as tall as Number One anchoring the other end, and the middle for that matter. The middle man kept the line straight. No matter, she thought. It was the second day. Missing people cases go bad after two days. Same as fresh fish in the fridge. After two days, the missing become the dead and clues turn cold. It would be a miracle if they found anything useful out here.

“Ready?” They all nodded. “Let’s go,” she said. The line started moving. The deputy walked behind them, surveying the evenness of the line. The speed. “Slow down, people,” she hollered. “This ain’t a race. Wait for the middle to catch up while they go through that brush. Take your time.” No one talked. They kept their eyes down as they walked, searching for something. Anything. A strand of thread from her dress. Footprints. Bobby pin from her hair.

A crow landed on a tree stump ahead of the line, eyed the humans heading toward it and cawed. A woman—Number Fourteen—looked up. “No bird-watching,” said the deputy, and a few in the line laughed. Then another stretch of walking and no talking in the line. The sound of boots crunching down dried grass and leaves. A menacing noise. The sound of an invading army. Halfway across the field, Number Seventeen caught the toe of his boot on a rock and fell on his face. He stood up and spit out dirt and weeds. The line stopped while he brushed off.

“You okay?” asked the deputy.

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, red-faced.

The line continued moving. They’d nearly reached the end of the meadow when a yell went up.

“Found something!”

“Everyone stop. Now,” said the deputy. She ran to Number One. He had his right hand raised like a kid at school and his left pointed to the ground. Her eyes followed to where he was pointing. She squatted down. Couldn’t believe what she saw.

“Shit,” she breathed. A finger. Peach polish on the nail.

“Stay where you’re at!” she yelled to the line. Then, so only he and those next to him could hear, she said lowly, “Good eye, Number One.” The deputy stayed hunched over the finger while she radioed for help.

Number Two, a pretty blond woman, kept her place in the line but turned her back to the finger. Stared up at the sky.

“You okay, ma’am?” Number One asked in a low voice.

“Sorry I’m such a baby,” she whispered.

“N... no,” he said. “You’re doing fine.”

She turned to face him and touched his arm. “Thank you.”

He lowered his eyes and nodded. His heart raced. He tried to keep from breathing fast. Tried to keep from grinning. He covered his mouth with his hand, pretended to cough. Don’t grin, he told himself. This wouldn’t be the time or the place for grinning. It would peg him as a creep, and it would tip them off.
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Sunday afternoon Jack relaxed on the deck off the living room while Murphy chopped and mixed in the galley. Every time they had a quiet moment, she wondered if she should tell him about the affair she’d had over the summer. The urge to confess was overwhelming; she blamed it on her Catholic upbringing. That morning she’d gone to the cathedral without him. All during mass she’d thought about their marriage, their problems. She scanned the pews in the cavernous church. Saw couples worshiping together. Families. The fact that he wasn’t next to her in the pew spoke of one of their differences.

When she was growing up, Sunday mass and meals were a big deal for the Murphy clan. She and her mother would be up before church preparing the feast. They’d make Lebanese flatbread from scratch. The first loaf out of the oven would be theirs. They’d spread butter on the hot bread and wash it down with mint tea. The smell of baking would fill the house and rouse the males out of bed. They’d all attend morning mass together, filling up two pews. After church came a family meal that seemed to last all day. Jack was raised differently. He was the only child of two University of Minnesota professors. They seldom went to church and rarely cooked. Jack’s childhood memories of Sundays involved sleeping late and going out for brunch at a restaurant. Murphy didn’t relish visiting his parents in their upscale St. Anthony Park neighborhood. Their house was too quiet and the copper pots they had hanging in their kitchen were covered with dust. Murphy thought there was something sacrilegious about buying nice cookware and using it solely for decoration. Jack was equally uncomfortable in her childhood home. Holidays were especially crazy with her brothers’ wives and children added to the mix. More than one Thanksgiving she’d found Jack sitting alone on the back porch. “Too much noise,” he’d mutter.

She watched him sitting on her deck, his feet up on the rail and a Sunday paper next to his chair. She went over to the refrigerator and stood in front of it, hand on the door handle. She ordered herself to go out on the deck and spill her guts. She stood still for a moment, and then pulled open the door and reached for the tomatoes. She told herself she’d unload her conscience on another day. She slammed the door shut and returned her attention to something she could control: the food.

She was glad she had all the ingredients on hand for tabbouleh:


Half cup of bulgur (cracked wheat)

Four cups of chopped parsley (no stems)

Two medium tomatoes, diced

Half cup of finely chopped green onions (including tops)

Quarter cup of finely chopped fresh mint

Quarter cup of extra virgin olive oil

Quarter cup of freshly squeezed lemon juice

One teaspoon of salt

Half teaspoon of pepper



She covered the cracked wheat with lukewarm water and let it soak until it was soft—about twenty minutes. She drained it and squeezed it with her hands to get out as much water as possible. She tossed the bulgur with the other ingredients and chilled the salad in a covered bowl while she made the rest of the meal.

They ate in the galley; it was too cold to dine on the deck. After lunch, he sprawled out on the couch to watch the Vikings game while she cleaned up. The galley was separated from the living room by a counter. He scrutinized her camel statues, figurines and pillows. “Where’d you get that big wooden one?” he asked. It had a leather saddle and was nearly a foot tall.

She was loading the dishwasher and froze with a plate in her hand. “What’d you say?” She was glad he couldn’t see her face.

“Never mind,” he mumbled.

She heard snoring a few seconds later and was relieved. She finished loading the dishwasher. The camel was a gift from Erik Mason, an investigator for the Ramsey County Medical Examiner’s Office. She hadn’t thought Jack would notice a new addition to her collection.

That night Murphy and Jack sat up in bed; he was in his boxers and she was in an oversized Old Navy tee shirt. She had the remote and switched from one channel to the other. The tall guy was all over the ten
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