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Praise for Revenge is Necessary

 


“A snowy day in a Minnesota farm town. A
chase ensues through the eyes of alternating characters. This sets
the stage for secrets to be exposed.”

—First place in the Chicago Writers
Association’s 2019 Annual First Chapter Contest

 


“‘Betrayal is wicked. Revenge is necessary.
Patience is a virtue.’ A stunning collection of statements. The
first is true; the second, repulsively human; the third taking on a
frightening meaning when it follows the first two. Deception;
intrigue; a loveable, hateable collection of characters; a quiet
rural setting highlighting the challenges of farming; a blended
family; an intriguing sidebar of love in all its forms; and last,
but by no means least, an incredible tale of abuse, caring,
loyalty, determination, courage, and revenge.

 


I’m amazed by the author’s extraordinary gift
and abilities in creating such thoroughly engaging and complex
characters, not only in this book, but in his prior works as well.
The depth of character development is incredible! Each character is
“fully human” in appearance, in heart, in mind, and in soul.”

––Ann Sitrick, Strategic Planning
Consultant

 


“Revenge is
Necessary is one of the most engaging
books I have read in a long time. Before you’ve turned the first
page it has pulled you in like a whirlpool. Enjoy the
ride.”

––Marty Densch, Retired
Pharmacist, Freelance Writer, Film Critic and Prescreener for the
Beloit International Film Festival

 


“Fabulous! Well done! Great story!
The story was complex enough to hold interest,
and the farther I got into it the harder it was to put it aside.
The gay characters are integrated naturally and the mental health
and societal issues handled beautifully. The characters are well
rounded and believable. Love the Midwest farm setting and
references.”

––Steve Purdy,

Founder and Managing Director: The
Automotive Heritage Foundation

Creator, Producer and Host: A Shunpiker’s
Journal Radio Program

Associate Producer: Sirens of Chrome—The
Motion Picture

 



Chapter One

Junior: Shaw Philip Skogman, Jr., age 17

Saturday, March 26, 2011

Midville, Minnesota

Junior ran faster, his bare feet churning,
sinking into the dirt drive, already muddy from three days of rain
and now topped with three inches of heavy, wet, late-March snow.
The grainy flakes whirled around him, pelting his skin, nearly
blinding him. He didn’t feel the cold yet. Where was he headed?
Where could he go in his Fruit-of-the-Loom white t-shirt and
tighty-whiteys at seven on a Saturday morning? His dad might come
after him if he headed toward his boyfriend Beany’s house.

The image of his father with the
double-barrel shotgun bursting in on him and Beany in Junior’s bed
pulsed with every heartbeat. Beany’s words as Junior raced toward
the door still echoed. “Run, Forrest! Run!” The same words his
mother screamed at his track meets. She loved the movie Forrest
Gump. He knew Beany escaped down the back stairs as Junior flew
down the front ones. Beany would be well on his way home. He was a
fast runner, too. At least he had a place to run to for
sanctuary.

Damn Beany. Sneaking into Junior’s bedroom in
the early morning, or middle of the night, still dressed, crawling
into Junior’s bed, ignoring the twin guest bed in the room. The bed
his mother moved in over ten years ago when Beany started showing
up in the middle of the night, coming in the unlocked back door,
slipping up the narrow back stairway and into Junior’s room without
making a sound.

What caused his father to lose his marbles?
Completely lose them. It’s not like Beany never slept over
before.

“Right, Junior. Duck right.”

His mother’s scream, sounding from the front
porch, broke his thoughts. Made his heart thump harder. How could
he be thinking about his bedroom and Beany when his father, at this
very second, must have the shotgun aimed at him?

He dodged right, closer to the overgrown
shrubs that lined the quarter-mile driveway. He heard the shotgun
bellow and felt sharp stings on his left buttock, along the back of
his upper leg. He ran faster, tried to crouch lower. Birdshot. At
least it was birdshot. It smarted, but he was far enough away to
realize it couldn’t go deep. Must have caught the edge of the
pattern. He dodged into the middle of the drive and quickly back to
the right. Did that several times. Why? He wasn’t sure. Maybe
zig-zagging would make it harder for his dad to focus on a moving
target. He knew what was in the other barrel of the gun. A slug.
That would more than sting if it hit him. It would kill him. His
dad was a good shot.

His mother’s scream again tore through the
wet, thick air. No words. It was followed by the shotgun blasting
again and his dad bellowing. Was he in pain? Did he still have the
gun? Did he have more shells? Junior threw himself into the ditch
and lay in the cold sloppy mud and snow. Hearing nothing, no sound
of a thud or a slug whistling by, he stood, turned and took several
cautious steps toward the house. His mother’s voice floated toward
him through the heavy swirling snow. It was less shrill, but still
urgent, her don’t mess with me voice. “You’re safe for now. Keep
running. Don’t come home.”

What the hell did that mean? You’re safe,
keep running, but don’t come home. He turned, lengthened his stride
and settled into the eight-hundred-meter pace he ran for track. He
sensed the front of his soaked t-shirt invading his nighttime
warmth, but still, he didn’t feel the cold. He stayed to the right
of the drive, on the edge, the grass slippery beneath the snow. At
127th Street, he wanted to turn left, run one quarter mile to
Milliken Road and go left a half mile to Beany’s house. However, he
figured if his dad was still capable, he might jump into his truck
and head toward Beany’s house down their Milliken Road driveway. If
he shot at him once, wouldn’t he shoot again? Junior remembered his
father’s words in the bedroom as he aimed the shotgun at him,
“You’re not my son.” What did that mean?

Junior turned right, onto 127th Street. A
half mile further was the small Lutheran church and cemetery where
someone might be around and let him in. Why didn’t he hear his
dad’s diesel pickup starting up? His dad must have ignored Beany
who was probably home by now. Would he or his mom call
nine-one-one? Would his dad show up at Beany’s looking for him?

His feet began to sense the cold and the
occasional small stone. He was glad the road was mostly dirt, not
all gravel. How long did it take to get frostbite? He was
approaching the fence of the cemetery when he heard a vehicle
slowly splashing behind him. He glanced back. It wasn’t his dad’s
pickup. Junior slowed to a walk as the old pickup eased to a stop
beside him. He glanced in and saw Jens Hanson, motioning for him to
climb in. There was a tarp covering something in the backend. It
was shaped like a casket. Junior opened the door and slid into the
warmth. He grabbed the blanket on the seat and pulled it around him
like it was the last one on earth.


Chapter Two

Jens Hanson, age 51

Jens Hanson glanced at the clock.
Six-forty-five a.m., Saturday, March 26. In the rear embalming room
of the funeral home, he adjusted the frayed, plaid shirt on his
father’s body. He touched the ancient floral drapes torn from his
parents’ tottering farmhouse living room that lined the homemade
wooden casket. Too many memories, good and bad. He shook his head,
closed the casket and secured it. His father died, finally,
yesterday afternoon. His mother thirty-five years ago.

Jens slightly opened the wide back door. He
peeked to make sure no one was around, swung it out and blocked it.
He pushed the cart holding the casket to the lowered tailgate of
his truck. After sliding the casket onto the bed, he secured a tarp
tightly around it before closing the tailgate. Returning the cart
inside, he double-checked the room to make sure everything was in
place, with nothing left for someone else to clean up. He pulled
the note out of his flannel shirt pocket and propped it against the
desk phone. Sorry to leave so suddenly. Dad died. He’s embalmed
and buried. I appreciate you letting me work here over the past
three years. I won’t return. Jens Hanson

No, I won’t return here, he thought,
as he laid the building keys next to the phone. I did my duty. I
don’t want to deal with a funeral service and the hassles of buying
a plot, trying to remember the names of the few people still alive
and cognitive enough to remember Dad. Besides, I’ve embalmed and
buried enough people in my lifetime. Now, it’s time to take care of
myself. He climbed into the cab, started the
twenty-five-year-old, rusted, Ford F250 and placed his hand on the
shift lever. His phone vibrated in his jeans pocket. A text from
Connie Skogman. Help. Junior running on 127. Shaw shot. Don’t
come to house.

Windshield wipers on high and squeaking, Jens
threw the lever into gear and headed south out of Midville. He
turned right onto 127th Street, a straight, slender farm road that
ran by fallow corn and soybean fields. He crossed Milliken Road; a
quarter mile further, the Skogman driveway. Through the streaky
wipers and wet heavy snow, he caught glimpses of white, then
realized it was Junior running barefoot in his underwear. Easing to
a stop, he noticed pelts and splotches of blood on the tall teen’s
left hip. Damn, what the heck happened? He motioned for the boy to
jump in.

It seemed Junior couldn’t climb in fast
enough. He grabbed the car blanket, wrapped it about him as he
shivered and his teeth chattered. His breath steamed up the
windshield, he curled into a ball on the seat, his head nearly
touching Jens’ hip. Jens jammed the heat to high and flipped on the
defrost. He drove five-hundred feet further and pulled into the
cemetery, navigating barely visible lanes till he reached the back
and parked behind a thick row of arborvitae and scrub brush. His
old front-end loader and backhoe from the farm waited next to a
soggy hole he dug late last night before he embalmed his father. He
had no intention of towing it back to the family farm. He shut the
lights off, left the pickup engine idling,

Junior seemed to be in shock. He didn’t open
his eyes or speak.

“Stay down, son. I’ll be just a few minutes,
then we’re getting the hell away from here.”

Junior gave a low moan.

Neither spoke when they heard the sounds of
sirens coming down the road. In the dense and snowy air, Jens could
see a county sheriff car and ambulance move slowly, ghost-like,
through the slush and mud. Their sounds died shortly after passing
the cemetery. Jens figured they ended up at the Skogman home,
across the fields from the graveyard, easy to see on most days. Not
today.

Jens stayed in the truck until, five minutes
later, he heard the sirens start up again and leave, headed away,
toward Summerville, the county seat. Probably take them forty
minutes in this weather. The boy didn’t say a word, just shivered
and slowly seemed to bring his breathing to a normal rate.

Jens patted Junior lightly on his wet head,
climbed out, gently closed the door, walked to the back and lowered
the tailgate. He placed two pieces of two-by-six lumber against the
gate and down into the grave to form a ramp. He guided the casket
down the skids, between the dirt walls, leaving the tarp on.
Closest thing to a vault the old man will get, he thought.
He muscled the skids out from under the casket and threw them into
the shrubs, jumped on the backhoe, fired it up and quickly loaded
the dirt back into the hole, building it a little higher so it
would settle level. He turned the backhoe off, climbed down and
scattered some grass seed.

No one else was buried this far back in the
cemetery. The row of brush and trees was a wind and snow break. He
figured no one would notice the backhoe or the grave for some time.
Very few people were buried here anymore. The old church was
occasionally used for weddings, receptions, funerals or special
community events, not regular services. Leaving the key in the
tractor’s ignition, Jens Hanson stepped toward the truck, wiping
his face and hands with his handkerchief.

Now what? He planned to make this trip solo,
leave town, keep in touch with Connie through texts and email, and
never return. Now, there was a seventeen-year old, out, gay, boy in
the truck who was clueless to what just happened at his home, or
why. So was Jens, though he suspected something about the boy that
the boy probably didn’t have an inkling about. He wasn’t sure
Connie fully admitted the possibility to herself.


Chapter Three

Connie Marie Johnson Skogman, age 59

Connie loved her mornings, even the gray wet
snowy ones. She secretly enjoyed the time between feeding her
husband, Shaw, seeing him out the back door to attend to his
equipment, his fields, planting, harvesting, and waking up Junior.
Adding rich cream and sipping her coffee was a sacred act for her.
After Junior left for the bus, she usually spent an uninterrupted
hour reading and exploring the reference books she brought home
from the local library where she volunteered twenty-five hours a
week. Her alone time was an addiction, true, but not one that would
ruin her health or injure those close to her. Ordinarily, today
would be an even more special time. She didn’t have to wake Junior
for school or track and next week was spring break. She planned to
increase her volunteer hours to assist with the avalanche of
children rolling in. Junior would help his dad and might make a
trip to The Cities—the Twin Cities, St. Paul and Minneapolis—to
spend time with his sister, Emma.

However, today, Saturday, March 26, wasn’t an
ordinary day. Setting Shaw’s breakfast in front of him shortly
after five a.m., she told him she didn’t feel well and left him to
finish his breakfast alone. She went upstairs, crawled back into
bed and cried. She wanted to talk with Jens, one of her two best
friends, in person or at least on the phone. To share their sorrow
on what would have been the sixty-first birthday of his older
brother Hans who died suddenly, eighteen years ago on New Year’s
Eve. Over the years, the shock wore down, but the pain hadn’t.
Tears slipped down her cheeks. Tears of frustration as she realized
she left her cell phone downstairs. Her cell was the only phone she
used to communicate with Jens. While she was fixing breakfast,
before Shaw came in, they texted about Hans. Texts of her love for
Hans, how much she still missed him, plus her added sorrow for Jens
over the death of his father. How it felt like his father
purposefully planned to die on the birthday of his favorite son,
and, as always, leave Jens to arrange the details.

Connie stretched and rolled onto her side,
wanting to sleep. Going back to bed, telling her husband she felt
ill, was unusual for her. Her children joked that Mom packed ten
pounds into a five-pound bag, and on slow days, moved at the speed
of light. Thankfully, no one in the family ever recognized she
slowed down and took it easy on Hans’ birthday or, on New Year’s
Eve, how she prearranged her family’s activities and slipped away
for some alone time.

She dozed a bit, then felt the need to use
the bathroom. She was regular and consistent in her bowel habits.
She always went between six-thirty and seven, usually in the
bathroom off the back-porch mudroom after Shaw left the house and
before she awoke Junior. She got up, in her panties and t-shirt,
went into their master bath and sat down. She didn’t like the
feelings of sorrow this date always brought. You’d think, after all
these years…

Connie sensed, rather than heard, the outside
door of the mudroom close hard. Shaw rarely returned to the house
this time of morning, but the heavy steps resolutely pounding up
the back staircase could only be his. She heard him go past their
bedroom, heard a door slam open and Shaw’s voice roar through the
large farmhouse, “Get out. You’re not my son. Now go.”

Connie heard Beany’s voice shrill, “He’s got
a gun. Run, Forrest. Run.”

She didn’t know Beany snuck in last night,
but that was not unusual for him. As she hurried to wipe herself,
she heard stumbling and bumping from Junior’s doorway, then steps
running past her bedroom and lighter steps down the front stairs,
followed by heavy ones. She rushed to pull on her blue jeans,
struggling and tripping in her hurry. Why am I bothering to dress?
What seemed to take forever was only a matter of seconds before she
yanked her door open and sped down the hallway. At the head of the
stairs, she caught a glimpse through the upper window of Junior
racing across the yard in his underwear. She cleared the final
stairs in one leap and was out the storm door in time to see Shaw
move his finger from the guard to the right trigger of the double
barrel, twelve-gauge shotgun. The gun he kept over the back door,
the right barrel loaded with birdshot, the left a slug. He was
aiming at their son. “Duck right,” she screamed. “Duck right.” Her
bare feet felt the cold of the snow covering the porch.

She was still moving across the wide porch
when Shaw squeezed. The gun roared. She saw Junior shudder, but
keep running, then start zig-zagging. She gasped as Shaw turned to
aim at her.

“You’re next,” he bellowed, struggling to
keep his footing in the icy snow.

Connie saw red. Anger. How dare he fire at
their son and now aim a gun at her? Self-preservation took
over. She launched herself at him, grabbing onto the gun with both
hands. She was tall, five-nine, and wiry strong. Shaw’s feet went
out from under him. The gun blasted. Connie lost her footing. Shaw
screamed. Connie found herself half on, half off of her husband,
him writhing in pain, she holding the gun.

She jumped up, laid the gun aside. She felt
no pain. The blood on her jeans and bare feet was Shaw’s. Not hers.
His left lower leg looked destroyed. She could see ragged ends of
both the bones sticking out of his blue bib-overalls. Fragments of
bone mixed with muscle, flesh, tendons and skin were torn away,
dangling or plastered into the floor of the porch. Blood spurted
out. Everything rushed through her mind at once. She mentally
calmed herself. Now was not the time to analyze the injury and
recall everything she read and studied about human anatomy. The
bleeding must be stopped. “Shaw, quit trying to move, lay
still.”

She glanced down the snowy, fog-like drive,
glimpsed Junior cautiously starting back toward her. She used her
tough mother voice to yell, “You’re safe for now. Keep running.
Don’t come home.” That much, she instinctively realized. Her son
could not come home. Not right now. How long, she wasn’t sure.
Whether her husband lived or died, she knew her secrets could come
out during this mess. That much she was sure of. She wanted to run
down the driveway to hold Junior, hug him, try to explain, but now
wasn’t the time. Besides, she didn’t want him to see the bloody
porch, or Shaw, who was still conscious.

I have to stay in control, she kept telling
herself as she raced back through the house, wondering what the
quickest thing would be for a tourniquet. In the mudroom, she
noticed a new bag of zip-ties, thirty-six-inch-long, wide ones, the
kind always needed around a farm. She grabbed several and tore back
to Shaw. Dropping to the floor beside him, she slipped one under
his leg above the knee, slid the tip through and ratcheted it as
tight as she could. The blood slowed. She placed a second one below
the knee. Shaw screamed as she yanked it tight. The bleeding
stopped. Shock was the next stage he would face. She ran back into
the house, grabbed some large towels along with a throw blanket
from the family room couch.

After covering him, she returned to the
kitchen and used the land line to call nine-one-one. “This is
Connie Skogman on the corner of 127th Street and Milliken Road. My
husband just suffered a gunshot wound to the leg and needs
immediate help.” She hung up. EMS knew who they were and how their
house was set back a quarter mile from both roads with a driveway
from each. Grabbing her cell phone from the kitchen table, she
texted Jens Hanson. He always told her he would take care of Junior
or the girls if she needed him to. She hated to change Jens’ plans
to move away today, but had no choice. Neither did he. Neither did
Junior, at least for now. As she placed her cell phone in her
purse, she realized she found the phone on the table, not in her
purse where she always kept it. Did she leave it on the table this
morning, after she and Jens were texting? Before she told Shaw she
was going back to bed?

She took a big breath, went to the mudroom,
pulled socks on over her blood-covered feet and laced on her
leather work boots. This was not how she thought her day would go.
Her husband of thirty-five years, father to five of her children
and two more from his first wife, went freaking nuts. She thought
she might know one reason, but was that enough to set him off like
this, to kill his son and wife? The guilt she always felt on this
day sunk deeper, especially about the second secret, the one she
hadn’t admitted to herself since Hans died. She shook her head to
clear it. No, she wouldn’t give into the guilt. Whether it
precipitated this or not, something must have snapped in Shaw, her
silent, unemotional, dependable husband. The placement of her phone
on the table and not in her purse felt odd again.

Confused, she hurried down the long hall,
past the formal dining room, the library/guest room, and the living
room, toward the open, two story front foyer with the main
staircase to the second level. On the porch, she knelt beside Shaw.
His eyes still looked angry, or was that the pain of a twelve-gauge
slug shredding his leg? She didn’t speak to him. Maybe there’d be
time later. Maybe not. Either way, she knew their lives would never
be the same.

A county sheriff car and an ambulance
struggled up the drive, sirens blaring.

“Looks like the slug tore away the flesh,
shattered both bones, plus the arteries, nerves, muscles…” The EMT
shook his head.

He asked Shaw some questions and received
short answers or hand squeezes. “This is a bad injury. We need to
get you stabilized and to the ER. Now.”

“Can he even keep the leg?” Connie watched
Shaw’s eyes flicker as she asked. She couldn’t read them, but then,
she usually couldn’t.

“No idea. It looks bad. We’re going to start
some I.V.’s and get out of here fast. It’s a good thing you got a
tourniquet on him.”

“I’ll follow in my car.” As the crew loaded
her husband and the sheriff looked over the porch, Connie ran
inside for her keys and purse. She heard a text sound. It was from
Judy Sue Marsh, Beany’s mother, her neighbor and other best friend.
She pulled out her phone as she headed toward the mudroom door.
B says Shaw had gun. Heard shots. You okay? B says your
car battery is missing.

What the heck? This is getting crazier. Why
was her battery missing? Connie tore back through the house and
raced toward the ambulance. The sheriff was just getting into his
car. She waved at him. He blew his car horn and jumped back out.
“Wanna ride with me?”

One of the EMT’s noticed her, jumped out,
opened the side door and told her to strap in next to her husband.
Shaw’s eyes were closed, but she sensed he knew she was with him.
Tears came to her eyes. My husband who shot at our son, tried to
kill me, must have disconnected my car, and now I’m on my way to
the hospital. She swiped the tears away. I have to stay strong for
Junior, even if I can’t be with him.

Twenty minutes later, as they hit the paved
streets of town, she saw Jens’ text. Found him. He’s sleeping in
truck. Call us. Love you. She knew her son, he slept to drown
out tension or conflict.

At the hospital, while Shaw was rushed into
surgery, the sheriff asked if he could have a few words with
Connie. “Can we do it over coffee? I need some. Bet you do
too.”

“Of course.”

He led the way to the small cafeteria, got
two coffees and motioned her to a table in a quiet section of the
room. He took a sip and watched as she took several. “I’m Fred
Cochran, County Sheriff. What the hell happened out there? Don’t
you got a son? Where is he?”

Connie looked at him, trying to think how she
should handle this. What to say and what not to. “It’s like my
husband went nuts. Once in a rare while, he’ll lose his temper, but
he’s never been violent or threatened anyone. He’s usually very
calm, almost remote.” She sipped her coffee as the sheriff watched
her carefully. “Our son is seventeen, almost eighteen. He’s gay,
but he’s never told his father, nor have I. A friend of his, a
neighbor kid who’s his best friend, occasionally comes over and
spends the night. He’s almost seventeen. He must have popped over
last night.”

“What do you mean, he must have? Don’t you
know when he comes and goes? Doesn’t his mother call or he ask
you?” The sheriff looked perplexed.

Connie gave a brief smile. “That does sound
confusing. This kid’s been popping over unannounced since he was
five. He lives a half mile away, no neighbors for several miles.
We’re isolated, you could tell that when you drove out there.”

The sheriff nodded and sipped his coffee,
still staring at her.

“Anyway, once his mother adjusted to the fact
her only child was very independent and loved coming to my house,
she relaxed. It’s been sort of a joint effort on raising our only
sons. You know, it takes a village type of thing. Only in this
case, it takes two isolated farmwives to raise two gay sons.”
Connie tried not to show she noticed Cochran’s surprised facial
expression.

“Okay, whatever works. But how did your
husband end up with a shotgun slug ripping his leg apart?”

Connie sipped her coffee. “Like I said, he
lost it this morning. I think he saw the boys kissing. They must
have been standing in the bedroom, it’s got a bay window, and he
noticed from his farm office. Anyway, he grabbed his shotgun,
marched up there and ordered our son to leave. Yelled he was no son
of his. He never said a word to the neighbor boy, Beany. Then, he
followed our boy out on to the porch and shot at him as he ran down
the drive. I think some birdshot hit him, not enough to do much
damage. It was horrible. The kid was in his underwear, that’s what
he sleeps in.” Connie wiped at her eyes. “He, my husband, started
to aim the gun at me. I grabbed for it. It’s a double barrel,
Coach-type of gun. I know he keeps birdshot in one and a slug in
the other. Anyway, the porch was slippery. We both fell and the gun
went off. The slug must have gone through his leg.”

The impact of everything that happened that
morning hit her. She slumped back in her chair.

Cochran waited a minute. “Jesus, this story
is crazy. Are you sure your son didn’t try to shoot his dad?”

Connie started to rub her right shoulder.
“I’m positive he didn’t shoot his father. Give me a lie detector.
All I was trying to do was get the gun away so my husband didn’t
shoot at me. I have no idea what came over him.”

Cochran watched her pause, stop massaging her
shoulder. “I can imagine. A twelve-gauge kicks like a mule. You
said your husband didn’t know the boy was gay? Think that might
have set him off. It might have me.”

Connie chose her words carefully. “Sheriff,
I’d love to have a conversation with you about gay children. They
don’t choose it. To answer your question, I think he’s suspected
for several years. Seeing the two boys kissing confirmed what he’s
been afraid of. I’ve tried to tell him for years that being gay is
normal and nothing to fear.”

The sheriff seemed to think carefully. “Do
you know where your son is? Where he would go? One of them big
equipment sheds? Over to, what’s his name’s—Beany’s? Should I send
someone to go look for him? He can’t be hard to find if he’s only
wearing his underwear. Kid’s gotta be cold as hell, too.”

“My son is a long-distance runner. He ran the
Twin Cities marathon last fall and plans to run it again this
October. My guess is he will run for a while and come back home
through the field trails, a few of them are passable. Wearing his
underwear isn’t much different than his track outfit. He runs
barefoot a lot around the farm.”

She thought fast. Which building would he run
back home to? “He must have heard the sirens. He’d come in the side
basement door of the house and listen to see if anyone was home.
Anyway, so few people drive down our road, I doubt anyone will see
him. Running is one way he deals with stress and conflict. His
father is fifty-seven years older than him, so there’s never been a
close, dad-son relationship. The older my husband gets, the more
difficult he’s become to get along with.”

That wasn’t true. Until today, she could
barely discern any emotional change in Shaw from year to year, day
to day or hour to hour. She knew the officer wouldn’t be able to
prove or disprove that. Even if Shaw fully recovered, what would
his rationale be for shooting at his son? Senility? That’s the only
thing she could think of. Or was it? Her cell phone lying on the
kitchen table this morning flashed through her mind again.
“Sheriff, I need to use the bathroom.”

In the bathroom, she was glad she had cell
service. Quickly, she called Jens. “Don’t talk if you’re in front
of Junior, just listen. I think Shaw may have found out about Hans.
Don’t tell Junior. I want to explain it. I still don’t know why he
shot at us.”

“I can talk. Junior’s in the gas station
bathroom changing into some clothes I bought him—”

“Good. Thank you. Try to keep him with you
till I call again when I know more. Shaw’s leg got shot when I
tried to take the gun away from him.”

“He tried to shoot—”

“Can’t talk. I’ll call soon.” Connie hung up,
washed her hands and returned to the sheriff.


Chapter Four

Junior

Junior heard the sirens, but it was like
hearing them through mud. His left hip and upper leg still smarted.
That was nothing compared to the pain of seeing his father waking
him, brandishing a shotgun and shouting for him to leave. Dad never
joked around with guns. Dad never joked about anything. Junior’s
birdshot wounds were nothing, he was far enough away to lessen the
impact. No, the pain of realizing his own father shot him and the
uncertainty of knowing what happened to his parents next was
wrenching. He heard the backhoe fire up, roar for a few minutes,
then shut off. A few seconds later, Jens got back in the pickup.
Junior had no idea why they were at the cemetery.

He heard Jens shift the pickup into gear and
they bounced out of the cemetery and onto the road. He knew they
turned right, away from home. Away from whatever just happened. How
long before he returned? Were he and Jens to just drive around a
while? His mother’s words to stay away slammed back into his mind.
He winced and moaned and pulled the blanket tighter around him.
Jens’ hand softly stroked his head and face as he whispered,
“Junior, you’ll be okay. We’re headed for Marshall to get you some
clothes.”

Junior heard Jens’ phone vibrate, felt him
lift his hand from Junior’s head, twist in the seat to pull the
phone out of his jeans and mutter, “That’s good.”

Jens turned to Junior and said softly,
“Junior, your mom just texted that your dad is alive and should
live and she’s okay. She’ll call us soon.”

He felt Jens pat his shoulder. Still, he
didn’t speak. How could he respond when he had no idea why his
father shot at him? How could his mom be okay when she told him to
stay away? Who shot who? Anyway, what did Jens mean when he earlier
said they were getting the hell out of the area? He shivered,
curled his six-two body tighter on the bouncy pickup seat and
managed to doze off.

He came to as he felt the truck slow and
turn, then stop. Jens patted him again. He liked feeling Jens’
pats. “We’re at Walmart. What size clothes you wear? I’m going in
to get you some.”

Junior sat up and glanced out the window. The
snow was now sleety rain. The clock on the dashboard said
nine-zero-three. He was hungry. “Twenty-eight waist, thirty-two
length pants. T-shirts, medium or large, but tall. Medium in
underpants. Thirteen medium for shoes. Maybe a medium tall
sweatshirt. I’m still chilled.”

“About what I figured,” Jens said. “Looks
like they got a deli here. You particular on something to eat?”

“No. Anything should do. I’m famished.”

Jens exited the truck, leaving it idling. He
returned with several bags, tossing one with a long, day-old
looking, pre-wrapped sub sandwich onto Junior’s lap. Next, he
handed over a large bag of chips and an oversized fountain
drink.

“Hope you like cherry-coke. I forgot to ask.
Got some fruit and cookies for later. Now eat, then change and
we’ll see how good of a queer eye I got for clothes.”

He laughed as Junior jumped and stared at
him. “Yup, I’m gay. Guess your mother never told you.”

He pulled out his own sub and took a big
bite.

“She never said anything like that. Only that
she liked you a lot from taking care of you when you were
little.”

Trying to cover his shock, Junior broke open
the chips, then dove into his sandwich. Jens was gay? Like him and
Beany?

Both chewed and munched in silence. Junior
inhaled a long slurp of his cherry-coke, his favorite soft drink.
He stuffed his sandwich papers and napkin into their bag to throw
away. Jens started the truck and drove across the parking lot to a
Shell gas station. He stopped next to the men’s room on the
backside of the building. He hopped out and checked the bathroom
door. “It’s unlocked, make a run for it. Wave for me if you need
any help with those wounds.” Jens grabbed both used sandwich bags.
“I’ll walk these over to that trash can while you start changing.
Here’s a towel I bought in case you aren’t totally dry yet. There’s
some stuff for your wounds, too. Best take care of them.”

Junior gathered the clothes bags, looked
around to see if anyone was nearby, and moved quickly into the
bathroom. He pulled off his damp underwear, toweled himself off and
squirmed around to look at his leg and hip. In one of the bags, he
found first-aid cleaner and wipes, along with a tube of Neosporin,
and another with drawing salve. He cleaned his wounds, noting they
were mostly surface, applied the ointments and covered the deeper
ones with Band-Aids to hold the drawing salve in.

Next, he sorted through the bags of clothes
for his new underwear, glad he wasn’t doing this in the seat of a
pickup truck in a Walmart parking lot. He pulled on the other
clothes, his socks, and picked up the bag with a shoe box in it.
Great. They were Nike’s. Good ones. The style he wore. He pulled
them on and laced them up. The coke and shivering caught up with
him. He needed to pee. Opening the door, he called to Jens, “I
gotta use the john, too. Give me a few more minutes.”

Jens smiled. “I’m not surprised. Any deep
wounds that need to be checked out?”

“I don’t think so, nothing looks very deep.
Thanks for the drawing salve.”

“I figured a farm boy would know what to do
with it. Keep an eye on those wounds, don’t want them getting
infected. If it’s lead, birdshot is not good stuff for your system
if they’re deep. ‘Course, getting them surgically removed can be
worse.” Jens waved to close the door.

It felt good to use the john. Junior couldn’t
believe it had been since last night. He trotted back to the truck.
His full stomach and the exercise brought him another kind of
relief. Though it was momentary. As he climbed in the truck, his
predicament and worries hit him. “Jens, what is going on? My dad
told me I’m not his son and shot at me. Mom told me to keep running
and not to come home. You said the two of us are getting the hell
out of town.” He slapped the dashboard. “Jens, what the hell is up?
I want to go home.”

Jens looked out his driver’s side window for
a long minute. Turning his head toward the windshield, he started
the car and put his hand on the shifter.

Junior jumped across the seat, turned the key
off and pulled it out. “No, Jens. Either you start talking or I’m
jumping out. I’ll run home, it’s no more than a marathon. I’ll find
a way to call Judy Sue and Beany, they’ll come get me. I’ll do
something.”

He slumped over, tears of anger and
frustration welling up.

Jens pulled him closer and into a strong hug,
Junior felt himself start to relax as Jens said, “I know this is a
shock. There are some things you don’t know that your mom thinks
you might learn in this mess. She wants to control the process. She
and I go back a long way. She was like a mother and big sister to
me growing up and was very close to Hans, my older brother by ten
years…”

“Is he the one that died when I was a baby? I
only heard his name a couple of times.”

“Yes, actually, four months before you were
born.” Jens hugged Junior tighter. “Oh, man, your mom really needs
to talk with you. She’s planning to call soon. We’ll just sit here
till she does. I totally understand why you’re confused and
upset.”

Junior yanked himself out of Jens’ hug and
leaned against his door. “Really? You totally understand all this
shit? It seems pretty mucked up to me.”

He grabbed the blanket and pulled it close,
shut his eyes and zoned out. He felt powerless. He had no money, no
phone, no coat and was twenty-five miles from home. His father was
in the hospital in Summerville with a gunshot wound and there were
things his mother might need to tell him. Just what was going
on?

Jens took the key back and restarted the
engine as Junior started to reach for the key again. “Take it easy,
I’m just moving into a parking spot.”

He did and, leaving the truck idling, he slid
down in his seat and closed his eyes as if to wait.


Chapter Five

Sheriff Cochran, age 58

Deputy Sheriff Fred Cochran sat in the
hospital cafeteria, trying to make sense of this situation. Connie
sat quietly across the table as if waiting for him to resume the
questions or conversation. He took a breath and slowly exhaled. “I
hate to do this, but do you mind if I run out to the car and get my
kit? I need to swipe you for gunshot residue.”

“No problem, Fred, but I did wash my hands
after using the restroom.”

“Yup, I figured and I should have done it
before. I just needed to hear what happened first. This is an
unusual event for this area and I need to cover all my bases.”

“And your ass,” Connie said with a smile,
seeming calm. “Go ahead. From what I’ve read, you’ll probably find
some on me. It doesn’t matter. My son didn’t try to kill him. My
husband’s the one who fired the gun at our son and his finger must
have been on the trigger when it discharged as we were
falling.”

“Have you fired a shotgun before?”

“Of course. I’m a farm wife. Years ago, when
my girls were younger, we raised chickens for the eggs. A fox got
into the pen. Just once. The second time he got close, I nailed
him.”

Cochran watched her quickly look away from
him. He went out to his car for the gunpowder and fingerprint kits.
He thought there probably was gunshot residue on her and her
husband. He didn’t think she nor her son shot the older man. Or did
she? There was something odd about this situation. Why was she
rubbing her shoulder? Did she fire a shotgun before taking a firm
stance? Why did she look away when she said she nailed the fox?
Would her son really just run the farm roads until he was ready to
come home? Were some of the field paths remotely suitable to run
in? In his underwear?

Back in the hospital, Cochran walked upstairs
to the surgery area and asked the station nurse, “How’s Mr. Skogman
doing? I’d like to speak with him as soon as possible.”

The nurse checked the computer. “He’s in
surgery for another hour and will probably be in recovery for at
least two hours before he’s conscious enough to answer questions.
Even then, his ability to respond might be doubtful. Should we let
his wife into the recovery room?” Her eyes glinted with gossip.

“Of course, she should be with him. I’ll stop
back in several hours to see if he can give me some more
information.”

Small towns and rural areas, he
thought. By now, everyone in the county probably knew Shaw Philip
Skogman took a shot at his son and ended up with a leg wound
himself. Those phone lines running down the farm roads and all that
cellular data in cyberspace must be red hot by now.

He took Connie to a side room, purposely near
the nurses’ station, leaving the door ajar like always, so as not
to frighten the person, especially a female being alone with a male
Sheriff. He wiped her hands, arms and upper chest. She willingly
complied. “Your husband has about an hour more of surgery, then
you’ll be able to be with him in recovery. I need to talk with him
a bit when he comes to.” He looked at her closely for any
reaction.

She was calm and gave a slight smile. “I
understand. That seems logical in this situation. Maybe you can
gain some insight. I sure have none.”

He thanked her and checked her over. “Looks
like there’s some powder or residue on your shirt and jeans, too.
Might be mixed in with the blood on your clothes. Mind if I swipe
that as well? Next, I’ll fingerprint you.”

“Of course not. There’s probably some in my
hair, too.”

She pointed out several areas on her clothes
and body that might contain powder for him to swipe.

“Sheriff Cochran, if you need to go to the
house, please feel free to do so. Anything you can find that will
help us learn more about why my husband acted this way will be
extremely helpful. I’m at a loss.”

She didn’t seem at a loss, that’s what was
confusing him. “Thank you. I was thinking I’d run out there now,
then come back. Do you want me to bring your son if he’s home or I
run into him?”

He watched her sigh and turn slightly away
from him. “Of course, tell him I’m still at the hospital and he’s
welcome to join me here. I’m not sure if he wants to be by his
father or not. Sometimes he needs time to process things. Of
course, you can’t question him unless I’m present.”

“I agree. Wouldn’t think of it. Kind of hard
to process things like this. Especially without some help.” He
thanked her again and left.

Sheriff Cochran’s first stop was at the Marsh
residence. The front door opened before he could ring the bell.

“Hi, I’m Beany. Mom thought the police might
visit. Come in.”

Beany stood about five-nine, slender
shoulders, black hair and brown eyes with long lashes. He led the
way toward their kitchen. “Please sit down. Would you like some
coffee? Mom’s feeding the calves. I’ll ring the bell and she’ll be
right in.”

He poured coffee and placed cream, sugar and
a spoon on the table. From their enclosed back porch-utility room,
Beany reached out the door and rang a yard bell. Returning to the
kitchen, he poured hot water over a tea bag that smelled of mint,
sat down and took a sip. “I can’t stand coffee. It’s tea for me.”
He took another sip, studying Cochran carefully. “I bet you want to
know what I know, right?”

He seemed fairly mature for being almost
seventeen. “Yes, but I’d like your mother to be present before I
ask any questions of you. I’m sure your mother will have some
insight too.”

Beany half-smiled. He refilled Cochran’s
coffee cup. Tears came to his eyes. “I understand. I can’t get over
Dad Shaw and how he acted this morning. I was afraid for my
life.”

Judy entered the back-porch utility room that
opened into the kitchen through an archway. Inside the back door,
she slipped off her barn boots, washed her hands and came to the
table, her hand out in greeting, the smell of calf manure wafting.
She was short, sturdy and had thick, gray-streaked dark hair and
the same large brown eyes with long lashes that Beany inherited.
“Hi, I’m Judy Sue Marsh. We expected someone from your department
to come by. If not, I was going to call.”

“Thank you. I think the best thing is for me
to listen to what you know about this morning and any background
information that may shed light on the situation.” Cochran pulled
out his pad and pen.

“Well, we don’t know exactly what happened,”
Judy Sue said. “Beany was over there early this morning, which is
not uncommon. Since he was little, if he wakes up or can’t sleep,
he trots over to their house. They have an extra bed set up in
Junior’s room. Half the time, I don’t know when I get up, if he’s
at my home or theirs. The same with them.” She forced a smile at
Cochran. “It sounds strange, but…”

“Connie explained that. It does sound
strange, but actually sounds like the boys had two families in
one.” Cochran smiled to set them at ease.

He turned toward Beany. “So, if you were over
there this morning, tell me about it.” He took a sip of coffee and
stretched back in his chair.

Beany leaned toward him, his face intent. “I
woke up about four-fifteen, dressed, pulled a slicker on and
slipped some farm boots over my shoes. I jogged over there. I do
this a lot, as Mom said.” He stirred his tea and glanced at Cochran
as if to see the reaction on his face.

Cochran nodded.

“As I passed their garage, I was surprised to
see the door open. It’s never open that early and why would they
leave it open during a snowstorm? So, I veered toward it and saw
the hood was up on Mom Connie’s car. She always backs it in. It’s
old and it’s easier to drive straight out than back out, especially
in bad weather.” He carefully stirred his tea, sniffed it and took
a long sip. “I noticed the battery was gone and several wires
weren’t connected. I thought that was odd. No one was around. I
figured Shaw must have been working on it last night and forgot to
close the door.” Beany’s face lit up. “Wait. I just realized there
was hardly any snow in the garage around the door. If it was open
all night, a lot would have blown in around the front of the
car.”

Beany shook his head and paused till Cochran
finished making a note. “Anyway, I went in the mud room, slipped
out of my boots, went upstairs and crawled on the bed with Junior.
He was sleeping like a log. Usually, I’d get in the twin bed, my
bed, but you know…” He blushed a little and looked away. “You know,
sometimes it’s nice to wake up in bed with someone and cuddle.
Junior and I have been doing that since we were little, even before
we knew we were gay and that we loved each other.”

His mother smiled at him.

Cochran figured they did more than cuddle. He
cleared his throat. “Did Junior wake up?”

“No, he didn’t even know I was there. It was
Saturday, so I knew we could sleep in.”

“Did you undress? Take off your shoes?”

“Nope, just stretched out close to Junior and
went to sleep.”

“Then what happened?” Cochran drained his
coffee and waved no to a refill.

“What happened?” Beany’s voice was
incredulous. “What happened is we were rudely awakened by Dad Shaw
slamming the door open and yelling and shouting and waving a
shotgun around. We both took off like bats out of hell. I mean, the
man was crazy. His eyes bugged out, his face was all red. Next he
yelled something about shooting Junior.” Beany jumped to his feet,
waving his arms like he was re-enacting the scene. “He cocked the
gun and we both tore out of the room, almost knocking each other
down. I went toward the back stairway. Junior went toward the
front. I got a ways down the Milliken Road drive, past the garage,
the door was closed now, and I could hear Mom Connie screaming and
then a blast. I ran harder, then I heard another blast, Dad Shaw
screamed. I heard Connie yell something about being okay, but to
keep running. I knew she was yelling at Junior.”

Beany sat down, panting, covering his face
with his hands as if to blot out the sights.

His mother came over and put her arms around
him. “He was worse than this when he got home. He told me what
happened. I texted Connie if she was okay, and that her car was
disabled. I was ready to call nine-eleven when we heard the sirens
going up their drive. The 127th Street one.” She looked at Cochran
who had a questioning look on his face. “We didn’t go over there. I
was afraid of what I might find. We heard the sirens, so figured
the police must have come, so there wasn’t much I could do.” She
squeezed Beany. “Besides, he was so upset, I didn’t want to leave
him alone. His dad is on the road this weekend, selling our beef.
It’s all organic. He sells it personally to top restaurants and
meat shops.” She pulled out a chair and sat next to Beany.

Cochran flipped through his notes a few
minutes. “Have either of you seen Shaw act this way before?”

“We knew he occasionally displayed a temper.
When you’ve lived all your adult life next to someone, you know
them pretty well,” Judy replied. “I have never seen him out of
control, threatening or waving a gun around. I’m still in shock.
Usually, if he got mad, he just stared, maybe made a sharp comment,
stalked off to be by himself or away from others. He’s a silent
type of man. You know how some Swedes are, not overly
demonstrative, no matter how bad or good things are.” She glanced
at Cochran. “As for me, I’m half-Italian. Where do you think I got
my dark hair and brown eyes from? Beany’s dad has some Native
American mixed in. The brown genes overrode anything else that may
have been there.”

Cochran stretched and shifted. “You got a
bathroom I can use? I had coffee at the hospital with Connie and
it’s catching up with me.”

Beany stood and pointed him to a bathroom off
the porch utility room. This is still odd, Cochran thought
as he stepped away. What triggers a stoic, usually calm, controlled
man to shoot his son and threaten his wife, especially after many
years of marriage? Plus, Connie said she thought Shaw noticed the
boys kissing in front of the window, but Beany stated they were
both sleeping together when Shaw burst in. Had Shaw snuck up there
earlier? I think Connie would have heard him if he had. Guess this
is another thing I gotta keep my ears open to.

Back in the kitchen, he sat down. “This is
confusing. You seem to think so as well. Any ideas what’s behind
all this?”

Beany sat back down next to his mother. “I
was so shocked. It’s not like Dad Shaw was cuddly and close to me,
but he’s never been mean or nasty. When we were younger, he used to
take Junior and me places. Sometimes we’d ride along in the big
grain trucks to empty the load and get an ice cream cone on the way
home. Never talked much, was just there. He was always busy working
by himself or with his hired man.”

“Who was that? He still around?” Cochran sat
up straighter. He hadn’t realized there was a hired man that might
have been around.

Judy answered. “His name is Melvin Smith.
He’s worked for Shaw since I can remember. Melvin’s an excellent
mechanic and helps keep all that equipment up to snuff. He lives
alone with his dog, Rusty, over in the old farmhouse, down Milliken
another two and a quarter miles. Shaw rents that property and
Melvin lives there to partly keep an eye on things on that end of
Shaw’s properties. Shaw owns two sections and rents more. A lot
more, we think. He doesn’t say. Melvin doesn’t either.”

“Yah, Melvin wouldn’t hurt a flea,” Beany
said. “He’s quiet, shy, hardworking, kind of a loner, a bit
nervous-acting. Doesn’t look straight at you when you’re talking.
He also delivers prescriptions to old folks from pharmacies in the
area. Even has an old van he uses for that sometimes. Only times he
ever yelled at Junior and me was when we were doing stupid kid
things that could get us hurt. Even then, he didn’t tell Dad Shaw
on us.” A flash of a smile crossed Beany’s face as he continued,
“Melvin even taught us how to play with Rusty when the dog was
little and he was training him. Melvin loves that dog and Rusty’s
really smart. Anyway, today’s Saturday and he should be off the
farm. He’ll start working weekends when planting comes and harvest.
He may be out delivering prescriptions and putting in bluebird
boxes, he’s nuts about them. You want to go see if he’s home?”

Cochran shook his head. “Not now. No other
ideas of what could have gone wrong to trigger Shaw? He’s not
young. Have you noticed any signs of early dementia?”

“Shaw’s a Swede. He’s not out of middle age
yet. How long you been around these parts?” Judy half-laughed.

Cochran chuckled. “A long time. I’m mostly
Scottish, but I know what you mean with these Scandinavians living
forever. One of my grandmothers was Norwegian and she lived to
one-hundred and three. She was pretty sharp till she died.” He
shook his head. “Still, something had to have triggered him to act
this bizarre. How long have he and Connie been married? I know
she’s a bit younger than him. Any other kids?”

“Well, yes. He had twin girls with his first
wife, Alice. She…” Judy paused, looking at the floor. “Alice died
October 10, 1975. Shaw found her dead in the bathtub. There was a
prescription container for sleeping pills nearby. The twins were
eleven and a half.”

No one spoke.

Cochran cleared his throat. “I joined the
department just before then. I remember hearing something, but
didn’t work on the case. It seemed pretty open and shut, as I
recall. What a tragedy.”

He watched Beany stare at his mother in shock
as she quietly replied, “It just seemed such a surprise. I knew her
fairly well, though she was also older than me, about Shaw’s age.
I’m sixty-two. She lived for those girls. Her older sister told me
afterward she was planning a shopping trip with the twins to Sioux
Falls that same weekend. It all seemed so strange. I guess you
never know what someone’s going through…”

“Mom, what did Dad Shaw do? I never heard
this. I just knew Junior has a lot of older sisters and they all
moved away from the area.”

Judy patted his shoulder. “No, some things we
don’t talk about much and by the time you came along, that was
pretty far in the past.” She looked at Cochran who was leaning
forward in his chair. “I’m feeling hungry. Would you like a fried
egg sandwich? Beany makes a great one and we can talk a bit more
while he makes it, then I have to get back to feeding calves.”

Cochran made a note about daughters, and sat
back in his chair. “Sounds great. Donuts don’t last long.” He
glanced at Beany. “Do you help with chores, too?”

“Of course. I may be a bit femme, but I’m
still a farm boy. I get the honor of feeding them this afternoon. I
do the afternoon shift and Dad, Mom or I take turns doing the
evening shift.” He grabbed a skillet from the rack above the stove,
spun around and said, “Get ready for the best gourmet fried egg
sandwich you’ve ever had.”

Cochran laughed. “He reminds me of my
great-nephew in The Twin Cities. He’s on the U.M. cheerleading
team.”

“Don’t tell Beany or he’ll leave tomorrow.
He’d love that. He loves performing.”

On his way to the fridge, Beany gave a
cheerleading jump and softly called, “Go, team, go.”

Cochran checked his notes. “Anything
suspicious about the first wife’s death being a suicide? An
overdose?”

“Everyone has second thoughts after someone
they know commits suicide. My discomfort may just be normal. There
seemed to be no warning signs. It’s hard to believe Alice could be
on an anti-depressant and no one around her, including her family,
knew. I have nothing concrete to base my worries on. That’s why I
never said anything. There was enough gossip floating around
without adding to it. Besides, things seemed to work out with him
and Connie.” She paused and looked out the window. “Until
today.”

“How and when did Connie come into the
picture?”

“We neighbors tried to help with the twins as
much as possible. Alice’s parents were dead and Shaw didn’t seem
comfortable sending the girls to their aunts. The twins were so
lost. I took them to the library about a month after their mother
died and Connie was volunteering. She knew who they were, their
situation, and immediately took them under her arms. They fell in
love with her and wanted to go to the library any time she was
there.”

Several minutes later, she and Cochran
stopped talking as Beany slid plates in front of them with the most
delicious-looking fried egg sandwiches he ever saw. Beany placed a
cloth napkin, knife, fork and glass of orange juice for them. “It’s
a little messy, you might want to use the knife and fork. You’ll
definitely need the napkin.”

Cochran cut into the homemade bread toasted
to a golden brown, the egg yolk running, a hint of cheddar cheese
wafting up. He lifted it to his mouth, chewed a moment. “The spicy
mustard sets this off. You should patent this, Beany.”

Beany beamed and sat down with his own plate.
He delicately cut small bites with the knife in his right hand and
ate with the fork in his left hand, like Europeans do, then wiped
his lips.

Judy finished her sandwich much less daintily
than Beany. “The end result is, the twins needed training bras and
asked their dad to buy them some, plus suggested he get them some
feminine pads. They knew they needed to be ready.” She laughed. “I
think he panicked. He contacted Connie and asked for her help.
About that time, Mrs. Hanson died. She’s the one Connie took care
of for years. Started when she was only twelve and Jens was six or
eight, I think. Anyway, Connie was twenty-four or so and it seemed
like an opportunity for both him and her. He asked her to marry
him. She said yes. They married six months after Alice’s death. A
year later, she had a girl, then three more, each two years apart.
Her last one was born in 1983. Ten years later, at age forty-two,
she had Junior. One year later, I was forty-six and had this guy.
My first and only. My husband and I tried for years, gave up and
were totally shocked and thrilled. That’s why she and I are so
close. Two old menopausal women raising young boys.” She smiled at
Beany. “Of course, that’s why half the community thinks they’re
gay. Older moms who spoiled them.”

Beany flitted his hand and scoffed. “Yes, all
we did was sit around, put nail polish on, eat bonbons, and play
with Barbie dolls. I mean, how much can farm moms and dads spoil
their kids? Did you know Junior and I are in the same grade?”
Cochran shook his head. “Yep, I skipped second grade because he
kept teaching me everything he was learning and the teachers said I
got bored and disruptive.” He grinned as he whisked the dishes into
the dishwasher, wiped the counters down and washed the skillet. “I
gotta call Dad back with some figures he needs on our beef
inventory. Do you have any more questions for me, Mr. Cochran?”

“No, thank you. Both of you have been very
helpful. I’m still confused as to motive or reason. I’m heading
over to the Shaw place, then back to the hospital. I’ll tell Connie
I saw you.” He headed for the door, then turned back. “Say, any
idea where Junior will run to? Or for how long?”

Judy looked startled and shook her head. “You
mean he’s not at the hospital with her?” At Cochran’s shake of his
head, she said, “I have no idea. I’ve been thinking of him all
morning. He can run for hours, but why would he? Why wouldn’t he be
at the hospital?”

“Why wouldn’t he come here? I half-figured he
might be here when I came. Has he been?”

“No,” Beany said. “If he ran just the outside
of their two sections, he’d have been here by now. That’s over six
miles.” He rubbed his eyes. “I figured he ran back home after the
ambulance left and took Dad Shaw’s truck into the hospital. That’s
why I didn’t ask about him when you first came. Oh, please let us
know if he’s not at home. Oh, please God, I hope he’s all
right.”

At the door, Cochran shook his head and
turned back. “I don’t want to pry or seem rude, but how do two gay
kids get along in this conservative community?”

He looked at Beany. “Are you guys picked on
much?”

Beany put his fingers to his temple and
thought. “Kids are kids, but overall things are decent. The thing
that helps is Junior and I started school with almost all the same
kids we’re in high school with. We all grew up together. It’s not
like we had to come out. Everyone knew us.” He waited a moment.
“Plus, I think it helps that Junior and I are into track. The high
school is so small, everyone does a little of everything. Junior
does cross country and track. I run the middle events, the
four-hundred and eight-hundred and sometimes the two-hundred or
mile. Junior’s in the science club and on the yearbook crew. I’m in
music, art and theater.”

Judy smiled at Cochran. “I think Beany is
right, though their freshman year, two big football jocks tried to
give them a hard time. Connie and I asked the principal to have a
meeting with the four boys. Not us. We didn’t want to add to the
over protective mama thing.”

“What happened?” Cochran was intrigued with
their story.

“The principal asked each of us what we had
to say. The two jocks just mumbled something about not liking
homos, it was in the Bible. So, I asked them how often they read
the Bible and went to church. Of course, they didn’t do either.
Next, Junior gave them a copy of an article that said homophobic
guys were usually hiding something about their own sexuality.”
Beany joined Cochran and his mother laughing. “That pretty much
ended things.”

 


~ * ~

 


Still laughing, Cochran stepped off the
porch. He drove the short distance down Milliken Road and up the
Skogman’s driveway. He parked to the side of the house and walked
around to the front. The gun lay on the porch floor slightly away
from the blood. He guessed it to be about thirty-seven inches long,
a standard size for coach shotguns. The melting snow and rain
washed some of the blood, bone shreds and flesh toward and down the
stairs.

Cochran pulled his gloves on, put covers on
his shoes, stepped up the side of the steps, and walked around the
blood as much as possible. He bagged the gun for further testing.
Shaw was tall, at least six-three, he mused. If it was a longer
gun, he doubted if the man would have hit his own leg. Maybe took
his foot off. Of course, by the looks of it, he might lose his leg
at or above the knee anyway. Still, the dynamics of how the gun
went off during the struggle and where it hit Shaw were
interesting. Something he’d have to think more about.

He pulled out his camera to snap pictures of
everything he noticed. The front door was unlocked. After calling
Junior’s name several times and not getting a response, he wandered
through the house, getting the lay of it, looking for anything out
of place. He noticed small bloody footprints across the hardwood
floor and down the hall that must have been Connie’s. The gun rack
on the back porch was over the door. A small cabinet on the wall
was locked. It held a pistol and ammunition for it and the shotgun,
both birdshot and slugs. He figured Shaw didn’t take the time to
unlock the cabinet for more ammo and relock it, which meant he only
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