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December 11; 11:33 A.M.


The box came in the UPS morning delivery at the rear entrance of the Warren E. Burger Federal Building at the corner of Kellogg and Robert, in downtown St. Paul. It measured eighteen inches by sixteen inches, and was six inches deep. It weighed about twelve pounds. A red label slapped diagonal to the address announced: CONTENTS REFRIGERATED. A retired cop in a security company blazer manned the guard station. He placed the box on the X-ray machine belt.


First, the label caught his attention.


Then the quilt of mismatched stamps. And the address: For FBI Special Agent Lorn Garrisonlike real personal. And the office number of a federal and local joint task force investigating narcotics traffic in the county; it was an office number not given out to the public. Very alert now, he ran the box and focused on his video monitor.


He was trained to look for five objects inside packages: detonators, power sources, switches, chemicals, and wires that connected them.


He saw shapes in the monitor screen that could be all five. He stopped the conveyor, picked up his phone, and alerted the main security office. In a calm forceful voice, he ordered everyone in the immediate area to exit the building.


People spilled into the intersection of Jackson and Fourth Streets, among them a supervisor in the IRS offices. Hed heard someone at the guard station say the word bomb. So he called his office on his cell phone and said, I think theres a bomb. Other office workers lined up to use his cell phone and notify their offices.


In sixty seconds the stairwells thundered with people whose imaginations thundered with visions of Oklahoma City. There was still no official order to evacuate. Hundreds of federal employees were now out stamping in the cold on Jackson, Fourth, and Robert Streets and on Kellogg Boulevard.


A photographer for the St. Paul paper, returning from an assignment, drove down Fourth Street, got stuck in a crowd of people milling in the intersection of Fourth and Robert, and asked what was going on.


Theres a bomb scare.


The photographer called his photo desk and omitted the word scare. Then he left his car in the middle of the street and jockeyed for a good shooting position. He conjured an image of the building perfectly captured at the precise moment it collapsed. He saw it in his minds eye and also on the covers of Time and Newsweek. With equal clarity, he saw his photo credit. Only one thing bothered him. The cruddy overcast day had wet cement for light. He loved to light and pose everything just so. How do you pose a building?


All over downtown, phones and pagers buzzed. Fire trucks rolled. Police barricades went up.


At 11:40 the FBI office at the building formally requested the St. Paul Police Departments bomb squad to investigate a suspicious package. They checked the switchboard and the mail room. There had been no bomb threats. They held back on the order to evacuate.


The city did not have a dedicated bomb unit, but in fifteen minutes, two pickup squad members arrived in the white ice cream truck with their bomb disposal wagon in tow. At twelve noon they took control of the site. After confirming that everyone was out of the rear entry area, one cop remotely toggled a wheeled robot down the truck ramp. The other cop Velcroed on ninety pounds of Kevlar navy blue armor, inserted a thick steel chest plate in the suits breast pocket, pulled on a sloped visored helmet, activated the internal cooling system, struggled into a pair of cumbersome mittens, and clanked through the door.


If this was the big one, the suit would maybe allow the coroner to have an intact corpse to poke. The guy wearing the suit knew this.


He approached the X-ray machine and made a visual inspection. Two shadows on the video screen caught his attention. The detonator cap was inert, missing a portion, and the connecting wires were, in the lingo of his dark trade, shunted, meaning crossed. Not an open circuit.


In case the bomb squad was having a bad day, the creator of the apparatus had stuck thin lead foil strips on the explosive bundle to painstakingly spell out: SMILE IF YOU EAT SHIT.


Bomb hoax, the bomb tech radioed his partner.


But, following procedure, and just in case, they remotely disrupted the package. The man in the suit used a sixteen-foot pole with a pincer to move it off the X-ray machine and place it on the floor. Then they toggled in the robot and blew the box apart using a twelve-gauge water cannon on the robots arm.


After the robots video camera inspected the debris, the man in the suit went in again, made a visual sweep, and issued an official all clear. He paused in the doorway and removed his helmet. A knot of fast-moving men left the police cordon and approached him.



Perusing the stern faces and spit-shined wing tips, the bomb cop queried, You FBI? The agents nodded. Whos Lorn Garrison? he asked.


Im Garrison, said a tall, saturnine senior guy. Maybe fifty-five.


The bomb cop handed Garrison a sopping wet portion of cardboard with the address on it. Expressionless, he said, Youve got mail.


Garrison peered through the door at the scattered box. A white cloud seeped from some of the debris.


Garrison sniffed. Is that smoke?


The bomb cop shook his head. Vapor. Its safephysically. I dont know about psychologically.


The agents exchanged glances. Going in, Garrison tapped his finger on the typed return address on the crumpled wet cardboard that bore a St. Paul postmark, dated yesterday:



ALEX GORSKI


3173 HARRIET PLACE


ST. PAUL



One of the agents groaned; he had installed two electronic receivers, a camera, and a telephone tap at that location two weeks before and had been monitoring it ever since. Gorski was a key informant who had been recruited in New York, and then moved to Chicago. Garrison had brought him to St. Paul on a special assignment involving a huge shipment of powdered cocaine.


St. Paul was small-time to Garrison, compared to Atlanta and New Orleans. But it turned out to be the big time for Gorski, who had disappeared three days ago.


Garrison cautiously skirted the pieces of the box and its strewn contents. His shoes made soggy squeegee crackles and pops. The device had been packed in those green Styrofoam peanut things, and they were everywhere. As was a coil of wire. A taped bundle of double-A batteries. The switch still had a price sticker on it from Ace Hardware. Ditto for the small digital clock.


The white vapor seeped from chunks of dry ice in a large transparent plastic bag that spilled from a cedar cigar box. The foil message was intact on the side of the box.


Garrison did not smile.


His attention was riveted to a reddish gray oblong shape jammed in the bottom of the bag. It reminded him of something he had last seen back home, after Thanksgiving on a shelf in his refrigerator. The chemical ice steamed on exposure to the air.


Someone behind Garrison gagged and cleared their throat.


Steady, said Garrison. He took a ballpoint from his coat pocket and poked the bag open more.


Several chunks of dry ice oozed out onto the terrazzo floor. So did a slightly blackened, intact human tongue trailing tentacles of ligament.


Garrison carefully removed his suit jacket and laid it on top of the X-ray machine. Then he leaned forward to inspect the shriveled organ lying on the cement floor in a clutter of fuming ice. As he squatted to make a closer examination, a young agent stifled a gag reflex and muttered in back of him: Jesus, they cut out his tongue?


Lorn mentored the younger man without turning. Youre a city bo Garrison paused and enunciated clearly. City guy, arent you, Terry? Terry was what they used to call a high-yellow Negro back home in Kentucky. His hair was tinged with a reddish hue, and he had orange freckles. Garrison reminded himself. You hadda watch it these days.


The younger man shrugged. Yeah, so?


If you were country, youd know your organ meats better. That tongue was ripped out, root and branch. See the ligaments there. Its a message.



Alex Gorskis talking days are over.


Thats a roger.


You ever have anybody send something like this to the office before? asked Agent Terry.


No, said Lorn Garrison as he stood up with the careful posture of an athletic man past a certain age. He cocked an eyebrow at Terry. But these Russian guys arent your normal hoods, now are they.


There was an attempt to squash the tongue rumor through all the agencies involved in the event, butsomething like thispeople were bound to talk, and by happy hour, the word started to crackle. The routine story about the bomb scare was spiced with an unconfirmed rumor about enclosed body parts delivered to the FBI. CNN picked the story up from local TV that night, and it appeared, page one, in both the Minneapolis and St. Paul papers in the morning.


The local FBI was furious, and no one was more pissed than Lorn Garrison, who was three months from retiring to his home county in Kentucky and running for sheriff. Some sumbitch was sticking their tongue out at the bureau, and they would pay.
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Interstate 35 started in Laredo, Texas, curved up the bread-basket of the country, ran a few blocks past the St. Paul Federal Building and ended, 144 miles north of St. Paul, in Duluth. Beyond Duluth, North 61 was the only road in and out of the North Shore of Lake Superior. Mileposts commence at the Duluth city limits and pace Highway 61 for 150 miles, northeast, to the Pigeon River on the Ontario border. Some locals hold to the notion that you leave the climate and culture of the lower forty-eight behind when you pass through Grand Marais at Milepost 109. North of Grand Marais, the terrain was claimed by loggers, trappers, dog mushers, and Indians who fancied they would be at home on the Alaskan frontier.


This rocky wilderness shore also attracted pilgrims like Phil Broker, who grew up here, left twenty-five years ago, and had returned for the winter.


Broker decided that his baby daughter, Kit, would learn to walk north of Grand Marais. And she had. Now she had seen her first wolf, a little past Milepost 127.


Except the spot this wolf picked to cross the road was occupied by a speeding pulpwood truck that chopped him, dragged him, and rolling-pinned him flat.


Broker, driving home from his weekly grocery shopping at the IGA in town, saw the truck swerve, straighten, and roar past. A hundred yards later, he stopped the green Cherokee Sport, got out, and stared at the mature black wolf, its dusty gray fur presented with the usual roadkill trimmings. From her car seat, fourteen-month-old Kit watched, big gray-green eyes under a flip of copper curls.


Not like her stuffed Wolfie toy, not like the friendly talking wolf on Sesame Street.


And not like Daddy, with his shaggy black eyebrows that grew straight together above his olive-gray eyes, who growled Grrrrr when she pulled on them.


Just the thing they leave out of the childrens booksreal dead. And now, he thought, she gets to see the inside and the outside at the same time.


It should have been a Daddy thing: her first wolf, first deer, first bunny, glimpsed in the cathedral hush of snowdraped balsams or out on the frozen lakeShh, quiet, see it, there, that shape against the snow. But there wasnt any snow, and Christmas was two weeks away.


The freeze clamped down each night and lost its edge by afternoon. No ice jostled the shore. No crystalline lattices tethering the ledge rock with abstract webs. The forecasters on Duluth TV swirled their hands around Arctic air masses, the West Coast storms. They predicted an unusually mild season.


It was the year of El Nio. The year his daughter turned one. The second year since the adventure, from which he and Nina had returned rich, pregnant, married. And the second year since hed quit police work.


The year Nina went back to the army.


Along with the weather, his personal world was upside down. His wife traveled down range to Bosnia, where she ran an MP company stationed in a grim haunted town outside of Tuzla called Brcko.


While Nina chased Serbian war criminals, he got stuck on stateside baby watch, changing diapers. So hed brought Kit up here, to the old home ground, to teach her Daddy things on the bedrock of the Canadian Shield, the oldest exposed granite in the world.


Broker stared one last time at the pile of mangled fur, then walked back to his truck, got in and said, How you doing, Kit, were almost home. Kit, very involved in an Arrowroot animal cookie, said nothing.


Broker put the Jeep in gear, continued up the road and scanned the sodden brown birch leaves that carpeted the forest.


Kind of hard to teach Kit to be a hardy survivora Brokerif winter wouldnt come.


He turned off at a weathered sign that spelled BROKERS BEACH RESORT and drove down the access road. A natural amphitheater hollowed the granite bluff and overlooked a cove. Resort cabins were tucked into the stone terraces. All closed now. Electricity and water turned off. His folks, who ran the cabins, were in Arizona for the winter. Just him and his daughter staying in his lake home on a point that formed the south arm of the cove.


He turned his truck and backed up to the porch. As he unstrapped Kit from the car seat and placed her on the porch, the phone rang inside. He ignored it, popped the rear hatch, and began lining up bags of groceries. Car to porch. Then open the door and ferry them to the kitchen. All tasks were modified and extended by the factor of minding Kit. The ringing stopped.


He worked one-armed so his other arm could anchor her. He hovered in his task, ready to pull her back from a fall, or from digging in one of the bags. Or from sticking something in her mouth.


As he transferred the grocery bags, he talked in a calm voice. Careful. Look out for the edge. Specifically, he meant where the top porch step dropped off. But his intent was larger, to sketch an awareness of boundaries. And of dangers, which, as a former cop, he saw everywhere. Easy, Broker said endlessly. Watch it. Look out.



He unlocked the door and ferried bags into the kitchen and placed them on the table. Kit charged from the table to the door and back with more speed than balance.


The phone started ringing again. He continued to ignore it, busy tucking half gallons of milk and frozen baby food in the fridge. Four rings. Let the tape pick it up. He paused. It could be his folks or Nina calling long-distance. Better check for messages. He left the groceries and went to the phone. Kit stood at his knee, squinted up as he picked up the receiver, watched him tap in the voice mail code and listen.


She cocked her head, furrowed her brow, pursed her tiny lips. This was the first time she had seen her dads face go tight with surprise.


The womans voice was clenched, almost wrung dry of personality. But he knew her immediately. Only one woman called him Phil. Theyd been married a long time ago, before he had grown into Broker.


Phil, Keiths got himself in a lot of trouble and I need your help.


The single, cryptic sentence seemed to exhaust her. Caren, his ex-wife, mumbled her number and hung up.
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Tom James had faithfully reported the news for twenty years and was forty-one when he started craving sugar in the morning. It was right after his wife left him, not long after he was demoted to the East Neighborhoods Bureau of the St. Paul paper.


He ripped the wrapper off his second Snickers and washed it down with black coffee.


Tom read a lot. Because he was a writer he was skeptical of what he readunless he wrote it, in which case he never tired of reading it. But he was quick to see where a descriptive scenario could be applied broadly to enhance his copy.


Looking out over the newsroom this morning, he had the unsettling experience of applying a descriptive scenario to his own life. Last night hed read a Newsweek article about serotonin, the neurotransmitter your body produced or didnt produceaccording to the articledepending on your relative social status. If you were on top of the heap, looking down, you had high levels of serotonin in your system and all the zillions of little chemical tabs and slots aligned and inserted just fine. You were therefore calm, alert and easy to get along with. Like he was, last year, when he was a general assignment reporter.


But if a general assignment reporters fortunes went down in the worldif he were exiled to a suburban beat of endless school board meetingshis serotonin levels would crash and he would suffer depression, aggression and surges of impulse. And insaythe smug eyes of the twenty-four-year-old Hispanic female-type person who now sat at his old desk in GA, he would be a loser. Hed have to get his serotonin levels adjusted, in prescription drug form. With Prozac. Tom looked around. He figured that half the over-forty newsroom staff was sucking down Prozac.


Tom finished his Snickers and gulped his coffee. No Prozac for him. Male Prozac users paid for the chemical illusion of well-being with impotence. And that was just about the only part of his life that still worked.


One newspaper era had ended. Another had begun. In between yawned a tough-luck chasm into which he was slipping inch by inch.


When he started at the paper in 1978, the slot man on the copy desk wore a green visor and smoked a cigar and nobody had heard of serotonin. Depression was an economic condition best cured by the unconditional surrender of Germany.


Back then, more than one desk drawer contained eighty-proof refreshment, and some of the women still wore slips, nylons, and two-inch heels. Deadline sex was banged out standing up in the stairwells.


Now the office was carpeted, smoke free, sexless, and passive as a monastery staffed by eunuchs. People over forty, especially white male people over forty, were feeling like endangered species. More specifically, Tom James was feeling especially vulnerable.


Yesterday, because he was still on probation, he had not been allowed to work the bomb scare story. While everyone else ran around the federal building, he had been sent out to suburban Cottage Grove to interview a man who had strung ten thousand lights on his home for his Christmas display.



Oh, oh, cautioned gray-haired, forty-five-ish Barb Luct, the reporter who occupied the next desk. Here she comes.


She was Molly Korne, from Georgiaaka Cottage Cheese Kneesthe new managing editor. Korne was single and childless. A dedicated corporate nun. Also loud and egg-shaped, with a bizarre predilection for miniskirts that showed off her triple canopy dimples.


Barb leaned over and whispered behind her hand. Kim heard her bragging in the elevator to some guy in Advertising, how shes going to fire someone, just to show whos boss.


Howie Norell, at the desk on the other side of Tom, piped in. I heard she ordered all the supervisors to rank their staffs in order of whos the most productive.


Story quotas are next, Barb warned darkly.


Tom nodded. But his eyes swept along the floor, locked on the open bottom drawer of Barbs desk and saw her purse in the shadows. Open. And amid the cosmetic clutter his eyes fixed on the plump luster of worn leather. A succulent green ripple of bills sprouted from the wallet like new lettuce.


Barb got up and went to the LaserJet to retrieve the story she had just printed. Tom leaned forward, swept his right hand over the drawer and lifted two twenties. As his eyes came up level, he saw Korne rolling her folds toward Neighborhoods, like a predatory ball of suet.


He tucked the two bills in his jacket pocketsomething he would have never done a year ago, but hed had a bad night at the casino, and he was in between paychecks, hurting for gas and lunch money. He didnt approve of petty theft and was furious that he had been reduced to it. But what really filled him with self-loathing was the realization that the only way he could reliably support himself was to show up in this office every day and do what he was told.



By someone named Molly Korne.


Tom watched her coming and felt a powerful nostalgia for the days when descriptive adjectives like fat and ugly were still vital engines of the language. She swatted her accent at the aging Neighborhoods reporters. Wasnt for the Newspaper Guild yall wouldnt be here. She grinned, waited for a reaction and then said, Just kidding.


Tom removed his horn-rims and cleaned the lenses on his tie to avoid her judging eyes. The new corporate style was subtle, couched in team rhetoric. It barely masked Kornes need to manipulate, control and dominate. According to a book Tom had just read by the leading FBI profiler, these were the same impulses that motivated serial killers.


Korne moved on, to the Metro desk, and Tom watched a group of young reporters chirp around her, their smiles so wide and needy that Tom half expected to see a worm appear between her curved teeth, which she would plunge down the nearest gullet. There was an African American, an Asian, one Native American and one Hispanic. Only the Asian was a male. All were in their twenties. Look at them grin. Tanked with serotonin.


Then his sugar binge flamed out and left his mouth coated with a lumpy metallic tastelike discovering a well-worn bit between his teeth. Dig in. Hunker down. He had twenty years at the paper. Ten more would fully vest his retirement. That would still leave fourteen years until he could collect a pension. He looked around. Twenty-four more years of this?


The phone rang.


He picked it up. Tom James.


You know the bomb thing? It was an inside job, stated an electronically distorted voice. Guess who the FBI is looking at?


Huh? Who?


Keith Angland.



The line went dead. Tom immediately punched in *69. The phone company tape informed him his last call was from an unlisted number.


He didnt move for a full minute. Angland. The infamous Narcotics lieutenant who was rumored to have called the new liberal St. Paul police chief nigger lover.


And who refused to deny it when confronted by the press.


Tom had met him. Hed done a feature story about Anglands wife last August. He glanced over his shoulder. His supervisor, Ida Rain, was away from her computer.


The tip was off his beat, butWow.


His eyes roved the newsroom and settled on Korne, who was now employing her terroristic smile to motivate the Copy Desk. Individual threads on her lumpy wool skirt popped in his vision. Hed read about this adrenaline enhancement, an acuity that men of action experienced.


It was risky.


Thirty-three days ago he had wagered his November rent money on one hand of blackjack at the Mystic Lake Casino. And won. Hed tried to repeat the performance with his December rent three days ago and lost.


He had two Snickers bars in his stomach. And two stolen twenty-dollar bills in his pocket. What would it be like to bet his job on one story?


Purposefully, he stood up and walked across the newsroom, steering past the gaggle of loud young reporters. Their chatter dipped as he went by, as if theyd suddenly encountered a funeral cortege and remembered their manners.


He continued on to the desk of Layne Wanger, the cops reporter. Wanger, fifty-five, reflected light off his bald head, steel-rimmed glasses and starched white shirt like a death ray. Wanger was working on the tongue story. And he was in a foul mood. Nobody would confirm the rumor.



Tom smiled. Wanger would kill for the tip he had just received.


Yeah, Tom, what is it? Wanger banged keys hunt and peck and kept his eyes pinned on his computer screen. Wanger considered Tom harmless. Possibly tragic. Tom had the physical persona of a handsome cocker spaniel, eager but needy; his manner elicited Samaritan impulses from total strangers. It was his most lethal tool as a reporter.


Last summer I did a story on this cops wife, Tom began.


Huh? Wanger continued to type.


Keith Anglands wife, said Tom.


Wanger paused. What about her?


I did this story about her restoring an old Victorian house in Afton and Im thinking about a follow-up. But her husbands still in hot water, right?


Wanger pushed his glasses up on his nose. Id back off on the wife.


You would, huh?


Wanger spun in his chair and gave Tom his full attention. Theres talk his marriage is in the toilet with his career. I hear hes been drinking.


Ah, I see what you mean, said Tom. But Wanger had already rotated back to his screen and had resumed banging keys.


Briskly, Tom continued into the lobby, went up the stairs to the next floor and into the library. Without speaking to any of the staff, he walked directly to a file cabinet, paged through the As until he found Keith Anglands photo file, tucked it under his arm and walked from the library.


He returned to his desk and picked up his assignmenta meeting of the Woodbury school board that was to discuss the school lunch menu. Right.


Tom pulled on his coat. The Neighborhoods bureau hunched over their keyboards like turtles, heads pulled into their shoulders. Ida was still out of sight. Good. That woman had radar like a bat and would pick up on his mood change. Avoiding eye contact, Tom strolled from the newsroom.


He purposely did not take a company car.


Sometimes, like now, he imagined himself walking in spotlights. Like when he first pushed through the doors of a casino with money in his pocket and knew that somewhere in the smoky room, among the swirling gaming lights, he had just locked eyes with Lady Luck.
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U.S. 94 going east out of St. Paul looked like a dirty, frozen kitchen sink. Twelve degrees packed the cinder clouds. No sun, no wind and no snow. Tom tensed behind the wheel, running bald tires, ready for a skid. Invisible black ice vapors coughed from thousands of tailpipes and shellacked the frost-etched asphalt. Not the time to get snared in a fender bender.


Questions.


Bomb hoaxes and rumors of human tongues. The feds had denied that a tongue was found in the fake bomb. But Wanger was taking the rumor seriously. So how in the hell was St. Paul Police Lieutenant Keith Angland mixed up in mailing tongues?


And


Who leaked to him? Probably the FBI. Sending him into the grass to thump around and scare out some snakes. Because hed been to the house, had interviewed the wife.


Whoever it was, they didnt know he had been canned from GA and wasnt supposed to cover federal investigations. Tom was on a short leash, but fortunately, he licked the hand that held the leash.


He pulled his nine-year-old used Volkswagen Rabbit to the shoulder, cranked open his window, flipped on his company cell phone and punched in numbers.



Ida Rain. She answered on the first ring, her best husky telephone voice.


Ida, its Tom. My car quit on me. I wont make the school board meeting. He held his phone out toward the whooshing traffic. Its the battery. I need a new one, he said, lowering his voice, you know, like you told me when it barely turned over this morning, he added.


Okay, she said quietly, Ill cover for you. You think youll have it fixed by tonight? she asked with a hint of amusement in her voice.


Sure. See you. He smiled. Lick lick. Ida would look out for him.


He rolled up the window and shivered. The Volkswagen had one of those famous no-heat German heaters. The company leased new Fords that had good heaters but also radio antennas, and Keith Angland might spot it lurking around his house.


Tom palmed the manila envelope on the seat next to him: Angland, Keith. Lieutenant, St. Paul Police. The library had filed the house feature about Anglands wife in his envelope. Photos fanned out under his fingers. Angland took a good picture, and hed been in the paper a lot the last few years. Various awards. Honor graduate, FBI Academy. But those accolades came under the old police chief.


He put the photos aside and consulted his Hudsons Street Atlas to refresh his memory of the locationan address on a gravel road along the St. Croix River in the quiet community of Afton.


He pulled back into traffic, drove east, sorted the pictures of Anglands wife out and left them on top of the pile. Tom believed a wife would talk when a marriage was going down, even a cops wife. You just had to catch them at the right moment, be a good listener and have patience to wait for the verbal slip that, with the right coaxing and pleading, dropped a detail on which a story could turn.


The wifes picture cut a rectangle of green whimsy against the winter day, taken against a sweep of summer sunshine and foliage.


Tall and outdoorsy, tanned tennis legs in cutoff jeans, she wore a work-stained pebble gray T-shirt on top, Architectural Digest blazed in script across the front. Hands on, when she had to be. But Tom pegged her as more comfortable in a dress and makeup, flipping through swatches of drapery and wallpaper.


For the camera, she had arranged a row of tall window frames on sawhorses and was removing layers of old bubbled paint with a putty knife. A red bandanna turbaned her tightly curled dark hair.


He fingered another picture, the family shot, that showed her with her husband. No kids. No pet. Keith Angland resembled a blond, two-hundred-pound falcon instantly ready to tuck and dive after a mouse in a square mile of cornfield. His eyes were intense hazel, he had a cleft in his chin and all the ruddy skin on his body looked tight and hard as the skin stretched over his high Slavic cheekbones. Hed have a radioactive ingot of testosterone for a heart.


In contrast, the wifes vivid features harked back to a pretelevision beauty that Tom associated with old black and white movies on big screens; when theaters were temples, not cineplexes, and filmmakers used close-ups of faces to carry whole scenes. Hers was heart shaped, with protruding expressive eyes and a classic profile that evoked the Spirit of Westward Expansion Pointing the Way on a WPA mural in a post office. Straight, tall and brave.


A poster wife for Keith, the tough guy cop.


Caren with a C.





Tom turned off the freeway and went south on Highway 95. He came to the tiny collection of storefronts clustered around a frost-burned, desolate park. Afton, Minnesota. He checked the Hudsons again. A secondary road paralleled the river and passed through stands of oaks that still clutched brown leaves. He located the house and trolled by.


Once hed owned a garage full of tools and woodworking manuals. He knew a little about old houses. Hed always dreamed of getting one and fixing it up. But his ex-wife, who didnt want to live in a cloud of Sheetrock dust, nixed the idea. So they lived cramped with two kids, a dog and a cat in a rambler in Woodbury until Shirley filed for divorce and took the kids to Texas last year. Woodbury was a first-tier bedroom community to St. Paul. Afton lay twenty minutes and several steep income brackets to the east and was, by comparison, country living.


The Angland house was roomy and old enough to have a stairway off the kitchen for the servants. It had birds-eye maple on the ground floor. And a mansard tin roof and a square turret topped by a delicate scrim of blackened metalwork.


The house sat on a big lot back from the road overlooking the water. Last summer, the peeling paint had been seaweed green. Now that paint was gone. The wood siding had been sanded, but only half the surface had been sealed with primer. It gave the structure a mangy, deranged aspect that was amplified by missing sections of gingerbread trim. A scaffold, fouled with frozen leaves, leaned, stranded, against a wall.


Work interrupted; that could signal a marriage on the rocks? And other homes on this road had put out wreaths, boughs, and strings of lights. The Angland house displayed no holiday garnish.


No one seemed to be home. No lights on. The windows winked, cold black rectangles, a hundred yards off the road, behind a screen of red oaks. As he drove past, he rolled down the window and inspected the cobbled drive next to a back door. Empty. Garage doors closed. Keith would drive an unmarked Ford Crown Victoria from the police motor pool. He saw Caren in a sports utility or maybe a small truck.



In back, a patio hugged the bluff. A stairway descended to the water, the rails silhouetted against the iron and brown hedgehog of the Wisconsin river bluffs. The nearest neighbors were a quarter mile in either direction, separated by brittle regiments of standing corn.


A long gust of cold wind swirled up from the river and rattled the cornstalks. Closer in, curled oak leaves skittered down the cobblestone driveway like hollow scorpions.


There was no place for him to hide his rusty blue Rabbit near the house, so he drove on, turned and waited at a bend in the road.


Staking out the house was a long-shot gamble. People were naturally defensive at the threshold of their castle. Angland could be home, his car out of sight in the garage.


He needed Caren to go out, on an errand, to the grocery, to the bank. Then he would slide up and start a conversation to test her mood. If he saw the right signals, he would put his questions.


But right now it was just cold. Should have made a move ten years ago, when he still had the legs. Someplace warm. His breath made a chalky cloud. Not a very big one. Was that really the size of a lungful of air?


A measure of his life.


Tom hugged himself and looked around suspiciously. Other measures, the numbers, were never far away. He kept them at bay by staying busy, by keeping on the move. Now he was stationary, and he imagined them creeping out from the cornfield. A picket line of strident dollar signs circled him and banged on his car.


The rent.


Two augured-in VISA cards.


Sears, Daytons, and Target. His ex-wife had run them into the ground just before she filed for divorce. Tom had taken them on as part of the divorce agreement. Another price of freedom.


The big-hit child support.



The car loan for this piece of junk. Insurance.


All the numbers merged into one monthly figure that exceeded, by many hundreds of dollars, his salary.


His blackjack strategy having failed, hed have to skip out on his rent.


Possibly he could move in with Ida Rain.


If he moved in with Ida he could pay down the credit cards. But Ida didnt need a roommate. She didnt appear to need anything. She was thirty-nine, never married, a confirmed femme solo and a very thorough lady. Other women at the paper bought whistles when one of their coworkers was attacked in the ramp where they parked. Ida bought a hefty, five-shot, .38 caliber Smith & Wesson Bodyguard model revolver with the recessed hammer and a two-inch barrel. She took a police course of instruction and learned how and where to shoot it: Three shots, center mass. In her thorough way, Ida had taken him on in every sense of the phrase, as a reclamation project. It was a problem. When her concern left her body, it was compassion and affection. When it touched him, it became control.


Tom shivered.


Jesus, it was cold.


Thirty-four icy minutes later a set of low beams swung down the gloomy gravel road and a bronze-colored Blazer turned into the driveway. Hatless, coat unzipped in the hard wind, Caren Angland got out and walked stiffly to the back door. Tom watched lights switch on, marking her progress through the first floor.


Ten minutes later, the back door opened again and she stepped back out. Now she wore faded jeans and had exchanged the long coat for a green and black mountain parka. She still wasnt wearing a hat. She paused to test the lock on the door, then got in the Blazer.


He trailed her back through Afton, north up the highway that skirted the river and connected with I-94. Short of the interstate, she turned left up a gravel road that wound through a tract under construction where fields and rolling woodland were losing to tiny plots with huge new wood frame homes.


For the second time he saw a sign that advertised HANSENS CHRISTMAS TREESCUT YOUR OWN TREES. Caren turned at the sign. Tom smiled. She was going to get the tree.
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The access road curled into a miniature evergreen forest and ended in a rutted dirt lot. Caren parked the Blazer and got out. Tom remembered her face as bright, casting light. Now it was drawn, pale, a little puffy. She walked past Toms car to the shack where a sign explained that Hansen loaned you a small saw to cut your twenty-five-dollar tree. On a very cold afternoon, she was the only person in the field not wearing a hat or gloves.


Tom bypassed the shack and trailed her into the fir, spruce, and pine.


Two dozen people wandered through the trees. A third of the shoppers towed preschool children who looked like characters from the Sunday comics, bundled in floppy fleece Jester caps, scarves and mittens. Frosty captions of breath stuck to their faces. Families. Mom, pop and kids doing the ritual. In some cases it was just pop and the kids. There were several solitary men, so Tom didnt stand out. Caren Angland was the only single woman.


The other people circled, fluffed gloved hands at the boughs, and debated. Not Caren. She walked directly to a tall, long-needled white pine.


Tom slid through a thicket of shorter spiky firs and paused to watch her stoop and begin to trim away the lowest branches, better to get at the trunk.



He browsed toward her, turned, inspected a tree. When their eyes met briefly through a tunnel of pine needles, he looked away. Awkward embarrassment. Carens eyes paused for a beat, assessing him for threat.


She saw a man of medium height, in his late thirties, early forties, who had once been good-looking behind his plastic horn-rims, but had stopped taking care of himself. His baggy tan parka came from the United Store. Wrinkles overwhelmed his corduroy suit. Galoshes, a purple wool knit cap with a Vikings logo and cheap leather gloves completed his wardrobe. The clothes wore him, and with his tousled straw hair, fleecy mustache and soft blue eyes he had the rumpled persona of a perpetual graduate student whod have stains on his tie and who toiled slowly after obscurities in a too-fast world. English lit. perhaps.


Harmless. A Minnesota Normal.


Through the screen of pine, his eyes swung back and caught the corner of her glance. He smiled self-consciously. Cant make up my mind. Every year I do this. And then somebody else gets the best trees.


Polite, crisp, she replied, Its early. Theres still a good selection.


He nodded. Last few years I went with balsams. But now they strike me as cramped and uptight.


Scotch pine is a nice tree, said Caren. Problem is they drop their needles in three weeks. Her saw made a pile of damp white dust as she efficiently cut through the base of the tree. Resin dripped in the minty air. A smell like turpentine.


Tom took a step closer and cast a sentence calculated to hook a raw nerve. You seem to know what you want.


The tree fell over. There was more room between them. And for the first time she had a clear view of his face, and Tom saw she recognized him.


For a spilt second her eyes shot pain. Tom was encouraged, thankful that Christmas was a vulnerable time for troubled people.


But she recovered smoothly. Now what? she mused in a calm resigned voice. Tom James, isnt it? She glanced around. Are there more of you?


Just me. He took off his gloves, pulled out his wallet and handed her his card. As she took it he saw that she had skinned her knuckle cutting down the tree. A bluish patch of torn skin the size of a dime stood out on her cold-chafed right hand. Blood started to well up. She ignored it, and a red trickle curled between her fingers and crept down her palm.


She studied him. Youre not interested in house renovations today, are you?


Im sorry to be asking you this, Mrs. Angland, but is the FBI investigating your husband?


Fishing, Mr. James? She raised an eyebrow.


Tom. And the FBIs doing the fishing, wouldnt you say?


I didnt say.


So youre not denying it?


She sighed: Have you considered getting a real job? She bent to get a grip on her tree. Tom stepped forward.


Let me help you, he offered, reaching. They tugged at the branches, and he lurched. His shoe shot sideways on a patch of ice beneath the pine needles and he slipped. She thrust out both hands and gripped him above the elbows and steadied him.


Careful, Tom, she said tartly.


He nodded. Look, I dont like this any more than you do. He went in his pocket, took out a handkerchief and dabbed at the blood.


The small succor of concern seemed to affect her all out of proportion. I didnt mean to be rude, she said, her eyes darting. For a second Tom thought he saw an opening. A centipede of adrenaline scurried up his spine.


He glanced around. People and kids shuffled in and out of the trees. No one looked threatening. The Christmas trees stirred. The wind whipped up. For the first time in a long time he noticed the loud silence of the racing winter sky and was thrilled.


A drop of blood seeped between her fingers below the handkerchief and dotted the coarse green feathers of pine boughs at her feet.


Her contradictory energy struck him. So competent and hardy, so heedless. No hat. Bare-handed. But little stabs of dread.


Ten years ago he would have desired her. Ten years ago he thought anything would have been possible. Now, he quietly resented her. There had always been a net beneath her. Shed never known what it was like to be a paycheck away from disaster. She had never had to work for idiots. She was attractive. She was connected. She was fair game in open season.


And she was good, and she was hiding something.


But his face remained full of patient, plodding sympathy and understanding. She kicked the Christmas tree, laughed, looked up at the clouds. But she kept her thoughts to herself.


Toms hands hovered, trying to time her mood swing and step in. Then she withdrew again. Businesslike, she took hold of her tree and dragged it toward the parking lot.


Tom called after her. You can reach me anytime. All the numbers are on the card. Work, home, pager


She ignored him and plodded on, exertion showing in a flame of white breath.


Tom, shivering with cold and excitement, noticed the left sleeve of his jacket and removed his glove to touch a dot of her freezing blood.
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Carens world was as shrill as the bottom of a pie tin. Road, traffic, skythe colors ran together like water over metal.


She had been warned. Dont go abruptly off the medication. Last night, numb after watching the news, shed found herself staring at a documentary on the Discovery Channel about African lions hunting. Lionesses, really. She had watched them cull an impaired zebra from the herd and drag it down. Shed thought, ahathat striped pony quit taking her meds.


Therefore vulnerable. And the guilt made you slow. But it was being bad that made you stick out from the herd so the lion noticed you. Like a smell.


Tom James, the reporter, was an unlikely lion, but hed been hunting and hed noticed something. Keith had started to stink, and the jackals were gathering out there. She hadnt expected them so soon.


She wasnt ready. Talking to him at Hansens, Caren had thought: This is what a drunk feels like, trying to act sober, attempting to walk a straight line.


The drive home exhausted her.


Keiths car was skewed, blocking the garage. She braked so hard she stalled the Blazer. Her breathing problems, which her doctor called anxiety attacks, but she knew to be mortal fear, now formed a hard crust around her throat and chest. The pressure suggested apt images from old movies; gangsters from Chicago used to take you for a boat ride. Stick your feet in a washtub and mix it full of cement. Tell jokes while it hardened and then theyd heave you overboard.


Just grin it down. Your normal everyday, Hi, honey, Im home, how was your day? smile. Just download a smile from the old smile server.


She forced herself out of the truck. The tree had to be dealt with. A habit of normalcy she refused to part with. As she untied the tree from the top of the Blazer she saw Keiths shadow shimmer in the living room window. Her usually firm grasp went butterfingers. The eight-foot pine rolled to the cobbles. She left it where it fell. Last year at this time lights were strung on the eaves, around the windows.


Keith, smiling, had tossed strings of purple lights in the oaks. Theyd walked on the road in the crunching snow and looked back and seen the trees float under the stars like Picassos dashed out with a childs sparkler.


This year there were no lights. The tree lay abandoned near the freeze-burned lawn, and it looked like the week after Christmas. The edges of Carens lips curved down, but she had to force a smile.


It turned out she didnt because, when she entered the house, she heard Keiths footsteps going down the stairs to the basement, then she heard the pop of the TV come on. She spied a beer bottle cap and the torn carton of a microwave burrito dinner on the counter. The microwave door was ajar.


She scooped the mess and deposited it in the trash. Carefully, she closed the microwave. Touched up with a damp dishcloth. Clean up. Make nice. Hide his empty whiskey bottles in the recycling bin.


Denial and avoidance. Passive aggressive. Words you volleyed in counseling. Like throwing Ping-Pong balls against those hungry lions.


They wore the house like a Victorian straitjacket and always kept at least one room between them. On the inside, all the snaps and buckles were accurate. This was the second big house she had remodeled. She ran her hand along the purple wallpaper shed chosen for the hallway, just to see if Keith would notice the morbid pattern.


Decor for The Addams Family.


Except there was no family, just Keith and Caren. Unless you counted Paulie Kagin. He was family. From Chicago.


Dont worry, Keith had assured her. Im using them.


Then it was, dont worry, I wont spend the money.


All of a sudden it had turned into killing people. Caren knew in detail what the news reports only hinted at.


She knew it all.


Now she had to do something about it.


First she had to stop taking the pills.


The pills had combed it smooth in the beginning. Let her live with it. Like floating.


Duty didnt float. It thudded through room after empty room.


A wall of drawers rose in the hallway by the front door and she took an old wooden footlocker from one of them. It looked like a pirate chest, and it had been dented and scarred when her mother passed it down to her when she was six, in Williston, North Dakota.


Just now it reminded her of Phil Broker, whod become a sort of pirate.


She carried it into the living room and placed it on the floor, where the tree should go, in front of the broad bay windows. Through the side panel of the window she could see the tree, out in the cold, abandoned on the cobbles. The room was boxed by horrible Prussian blue wallpaper. Gothic rockets in a turgid sea. She had taken her pills and papered the walls with signals of distress.


She sat down on the shiny hardwood planks, opened the trunk and removed a cardboard box. Inside, stacked with care, were tiny handmade Christmas tree decorations that fit in the palm of her hand.


The pills she had taken for the last six months had magically dried her tears. Now, in the absence of the antidepressants, the vast cloud of accumulated tears condensed in her head and began to drizzle. Hot wet streaks burned down her cheeks.


This is really crazy, Caren. Thoughts wouldnt balance on her head. They fell off. A jumble of blocks.


With difficulty, she placed them in order. She. And her first husband. Made the decorations. Up north, on their first vacation. The year they were married. In a storm of sawdust, delicate designs had come from Phils rough hands like intricate charms. Hers incorporated beads, fabric and feathers. Arts and crafts class.


Phil, the rustic, turned out diminutive stars, moons, suns, trees and animals on his band saw. She made angels. She selected one of the awkward angels and placed it on a wide plank called a king board. She had learned about king boards from Phil. In colonial times the best lumber went back to England, and it was illegal for a colonist to own a king board. The crafty Americans used the wide boards as flooring in their attics where the redcoats didnt inspect.


Her angel, with its rosy cheeks and misshapen wings, was meant to hang and not to stand, so it toppled over on the king board.


The sound of a roaring crowd carried up the stairwell from the basement. Tapes of old college games. Keith, the Minnesota Gopher quarterback, was throwing touchdowns down in the dark. Keith would never find the time to make a tree decoration. But, unlike Phil, he could plan a Christmas party down to the last detail that the mayor of St. Paul would attend.


Not this year.


A telephone was the only other occupant of this hollow room, and it coiled on the floor like a plastic tapeworm. That phone weighed fourteen years of living. Thats how long it had been since shed left Phil Broker, to marry Keith Angland, who had once been Phils partner and then, his boss. Shed deserted Phil because he wasnt going anywhere and sure-footed Keith was.


She stared at the phone and squeezed an angel in her right hand and made a wish that the phone would ring. That Phil would call. That he would come and give her some help.


Hed come if he really knew. But for now, because she had been vague, he wouldnt trespass. Shed been vague because she kept hoping Keith would pull it out of the hat at the last minute. Do one of his famous scrambles.


But the federal building story changed all that.


She didnt trust anyone Keith worked with. There was too much money involved. So it had to be Phil. Hed been off the job for two years. Independent now. And if shed missed something, he would spot it. So shed have to take what she had to Phil. And when the time came, let himas they quaintly put itdrop the dime.


He was up there, alone with his baby, while his damn Amazon child bride was off playing St. Joan in Bosnia.


God. Edgy Phil with a kid. Round with paternity, padded with much laughter. She tried to imagine him smiling. She bet hed gained weight.


She knew the baby was a girlCaren flinched as her muscles curved in and stabbed her, in both breasts and in her belly. Her imagination ambushed her with a detailed blueprint of the flawed eggs lined up in her ovaries, racks of them, drawing lots to see who would take the Kamikaze trip down the red rapids this month.


Dammit. Leaving that message was the hardest thing shed ever done in her life. Breaking the vows. Going outside her marriage. No, it was just the first step in the hardest thing. It was going to get much harder.


Something had to be done about Keith.


She shut her eyes and prayed: Please call. Dont make me do this alone.
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Going west on U.S. 94, the automatic pilot grabbed the wheel. Tom resisted the first pull, steered straight. The next tug came at the southbound exit for U.S. 494. He beat that one, too. Ten minutes later, as the spire of the state capitol marked the horizon, the impulse snuggled up again. This time, seduction was fast and total; he drove past the down-town St. Paul exits and continued west on 94 until it branched and he took 35E south. The Rabbit knew the way. Get off on County Road 42, turn west, and then it was eight miles to the Mystic Lake Casino.


Working through the turns, his pulse quickened: Eagan and Prior Lakethe crossroads. Casino to the left. Racetrack to the right. He turned left, passed the frost-rimmed rock-landscaped entrance to the Wilds golf course. A few miles later, the casino rose like a squashed modernist wigwam from a sea of parked cars.


He turned into the lot, left the rusting VW, squared his slumped shoulders and walked through the tinted glass doors. Mystic Lake was roomy and clean, without the sweaty opium den feel of smaller casinos. Showroom bright, a cherry Acura gleamed on a dais. Win me. He inhaled the signature incense of cigarette smoke entwined with the loopy rush of calliope music spiraling off the slots.


With childlike faith, he let it all surround him like the pulsating heart of an immense plastic toy. It reminded Tom of his deceased mothers living room in Bayport, Minnesota, in the shadow of Stillwater Prison, where his dad had worked as a guard. After Dad died, shed draw the curtains and recline like a silent movie star on the couch in front of the TV, sucking on Winstons that protruded from a slim cigarette holder. Wheel of Fortune flickered on the screen. The volume was turned all the way up.


Mom died before Minnesota legalized gambling. Her one trip to Vegas with her chain-smoking girlfriends was her preview of heaven.


All he had was the two twenties hed lifted from Barb Luct. Start small. Play his way up to the blackjack tables. Hell, go to the nickel machines if he had to.


Just show me some magic.


When his stake was minimal, he always started on the same machine, an Atronic game scrolled with bright symbols of heraldry and knights in armor. A bank of them nested between quarter keno and across from a row of deuces wild poker. Camelot combined interactive video with the slam-bam spin of a slot. Three pay lines rotated icons on the drum. Shields, castles, crenelated pennants, number sevens, battle-axes crossed on shields; the usual arcana of the one-armed bandit. But there were also progressive symbols; when an archery target appeared on one line the play moved to a new screen on which two knights squared off in an archery contest.


Choose left or right.


Two helmets on one line moved the play to a jousting tournament.


Three swords in a row summoned the test of Excalibur and the stone.


Blackjack was cold sober business. You had to count. You had to mind the rules. But this game, with its colorful marquee of castles and armor, took him back to the realm of childhood wishes. He stepped up to a machine like a knight errant confronting a squat Sphinx.


Am I worthy. Judge me. If he pulled the sword from the stone on his first pass Caren Angland would call him up. He would write the biggest story of his life, and theyd have to take him back on general assignment.


He would only use the money he had in his pocket. Promise.


But soon the two twenties hed slipped from Barbs wallet were gone. Then all of his pocket change. He had to amend the rules. Just this once.


At the check-cashing booth, he slapped down his last piece of plastic, a MasterCard to which hed transferred all his other balances; 5.9 percent APR, no finance charge for twelve months.


The circuits rejected $100.


Fifty, he told the bored clerk. Fifty also drew a pass. Probably the clip of the service charge exceeded his credit limit.


Forty. Forty went through.


With two more twenties he returned to his machine, fed an Andy Jackson into the slot. Eighty credits electronically clicked up on the screen. Coolly, after toying with him, the machine gulped down the eighty. His hand shook, sweaty, as he tendered the second bill into the electronic maw.


An ascending stream of chimes erupted in back of him. Big winner. Coins steadily clinked, little silver hammers striking base metal. Other people were winning.


My turn, dammit.


Like mockery, from across the vast room a PA voice complimented Tony Lofas of Grand Forks, who had won twenty-three hundred dollars on Dollar Double Diamond.


The drum in front of him cocked and spun and cocked and spun and nothing matched up. Change the pattern. He cashed in his few remaining credits so he could feed the coins manually into the slot on every play. Soon his stake had shrunk to a pile he could hold in the palm of his hand. More slowly, the quarters dropped down the cool steel gullet. Grimly, he plugged in three of his dwindling quarters, selected the center line and spun the drum.


The clamor, the cheap electronic champagne bubbles, the needy human press all around, receded. Tom was alone, locked in the slot.


Three swords in a row.


A trumpet fanfare. A new display magically swam up from the electronic alchemy. A forest grotto. Two princes stood on either side of a sword plunged to the hilt in a huge rock.


The prince on the right was short and dark, with a sinister, spaded black beard and red and black livery. Tom favored the younger man on the left, who was blond, broad-shouldered, and clean-shaven. Like he might look if he got in shape. Tom even had a lucky nickname for Mr. Left. The pillow talk nickname Ida whispered in the dark.


Cmon, Danny, he chanted under his breath as he keyed the left button.


The blond prince reached forward, and for a beat, his hand paused on the hilt. Then, effortlessly, with a smooth confident kingly sweep of his arm, he drew the sword from the stone and held it triumphantly over his head to a cloudburst of special effects.


Thunder pealed, lightning bolts electrified the display. The boulder pulsed red as a living heart. A crown appeared on the winners head. A regal purple robe draped his shoulders. Sparkles of anointing energy closed the circuit between Toms rapt face and the screen.


A scroll above the stone announced You WIN 1000.


Only quarters, not dollars. But it was a jackpot. Someday hed have this feeling in Las Vegas or Atlantic City. And it would be thousands and thousands and thousands of dollars. Yes! affirmed Tom James. He punched the cash-out button and listened to the abundant shower of falling silver.
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