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      This one’s for my kids and their sweethearts.

      

      Candace and JY.

      Steve and Amanda.

      

      I don’t think I’m nearly as bent as this tale might suggest.

      But who am I to judge.
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      August 18

      

      Cam Rooker said, “Why would you eat a three-day-old burrito at four in the morning and then climb into a bear stand? What’d you think was going to happen?”

      Mike Gore said, “Sandy and the boys were sound asleep. I’m told I’m noisy in the kitchen and the burrito was in the fridge, ready-made.”

      “By a kid with grimy paws in a fast-food joint. Three days ago. You have to eat that crap onsite, man. Get it over with.”

      Mike grabbed a roll of toilet paper and started down the lad­der.

      Cam said, “We’re trying to attract bears, not blowflies.”

      “Funny.”

      In rose dawn light from twenty feet up, Cam watched his best friend—on the ground now, bent in discomfort—grab his gut with one hand and try to plug his ass with the other. He scooted behind a mature poplar at the edge of the clearing and sank into a squat.

      Cam thought, Big tough cop doesn’t want me to see his ass. He shook his head and uncapped his thermos, the coffee inside still steaming.
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      Mike barely got his pants down in time.

      He thought, Never again—and something crashed through the underbrush. It sounded huge, and he sprang up with his pants around his ankles as a rabbit zig-zagged into the clearing.

      Mike resumed his squat, doing his best to ignore the wisecracks from the tree stand. He had a wad of Cottonelle Ultra in his hand when the black bear appeared. No sound, it was just there, fifteen feet away, ambling through the bush.

      Now it spotted him and froze, lowering its massive head, and Mike rose to his full height. He knew the drill—stand your ground and try to look formidable—but this was a big animal. Six hundred pounds easy.

      “Be cool, big fella,” Mike said, waving his arms over his head without much conviction. “Why don’t you just back off⁠—”

      The bear reared up on its hind legs, seven feet tall with paws the size of catcher’s mitts. Now it bellowed and Mike could smell the stink of its breath. He pressed his back to the tree and froze. That was when Cam hollered “HEY!” and the bear dropped to all fours, scanning for the source of the sound. Mike glanced back at the stand and saw Cam with his rifle raised, twitching his head toward the clearing now, the message clear.

      Run.

      Mike bent to pull up his camo pants and the bear charged.
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      Cam didn’t have a shot, the trees blocking his view.

      He’d seen the rabbit bolt across the clearing, heard Mike’s startled cry and ragged him about it. Then he’d bent to retie a bootlace and caught a telltale whiff on the air, a gamey scent his trapper grandfather had acquainted him with when he was a kid.

      When he heard the bear roar, he raised his Springfield Waypoint, hollered “HEY!” at the top of his lungs—and glimpsed the white horror on Mike’s face as he peeked around the tree. In the instant their eyes met, Cam jerked his head toward the clearing, watching now as Mike scrambled into the open with his pants around his ankles, elbows pumping.

      Cam fitted his eye to the Nikon scope.

      Took a breath and held it.

      Mike managed a half-dozen scuffing strides before the bear thundered into view, eyes clay-red in the dawn light. Now it swat­ted his legs out from under him and Cam squeezed the trigger, Mike sprawling to his face in the leaf litter.
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      Mike heard the rifle-crack as the bear knocked him to the ground. In the same instant, a tremendous weight slammed down on his legs and he thought he was a goner, the bear’s wet snout cold against his naked ass. He tried to scramble free and heard Cam shout, “Don’t—move.”

      Mike laced his hands over his head and closed his eyes.
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      Cam scoped the bear for a long moment, then pulled out his phone and took a picture. Now he raised his voice to say, “Okay, pal, you can relax. That bad boy can’t hurt you anymore.”

      “Then get him off me, man.”

      Grinning, Cam started down the ladder.
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      Mike sat on a stump and watched Cam dress out the bear—on its back now, diminished in death—Cam all business with a Rob­inson hunting knife: unzipping the belly from anus to sternum; removing the liver with surgical precision, creating space to reach up through the diaphragm and grasp the windpipe, bisecting it by feel with the blade.

      Mike looked away for the next bit, hearing the wet cleave of tissue as Cam tugged the heart and lungs free on the stem of the trachea. Mike had done his share of field dressing big game, but he felt queasy after the attack and decided he could do without the visual.

      Hunched out here in the damp morning chill, he wondered—not for the first time—about some of the life choices Cam had made. Six years ago, he’d been in the final months of a surgical residency when his father died, and he’d quit the program the very next day to return home and take over his grandfather’s trap lines. He’d been trapping ever since, flushing eight years of medical training down the tubes. When Mike asked him one beery night about why he’d done it, in typical none-of-your-business fashion Cam had said, “It wasn’t for me.”

      When Mike returned his attention to the action, Cam was facing him in a crouch, the animal’s bullet-torn heart in one hand, knife in the other, bare arms bloody to the elbows.

      Cam said, “You okay, bud? You look a little green around the gills.”

      “The burrito, you know.”

      Cam tossed the heart onto the heap of entrails, already draw­ing flies. Then he pointed at Mike’s legs. “He get his hooks into you?”

      Mike hiked up his pant legs, baring pale, muscled calves. “No. Gonna bruise pretty good, though, I expect. Felt like he belted me with a railway tie.”

      They were quiet a moment, then Mike said, “That was a hell of a shot.”

      Cam shrugged. “Had me worried for a sec. The bastard didn’t turn broadside till he knocked you down.”

      “This is the second time you’ve saved my life,” Mike said, re­calling the long-ago January day Cam had dragged him and his busted femur four miles out of the bush. They were eighteen.

      “Remember that at Christmastime.”

      Mike grinned. “Really. I thought I was done for.”

      Cam got to his feet. “You know the kind of shit I’d be in with the twins if I brought you home on the hood of the Ram?” Mak­ing light of it.

      “My wife’d kill you and yours’d help.”

      Cam laughed. “Sandy, yes, but Dawn hasn’t got a mean bone in her body.”

      “Twins are evil, dude. I keep telling you that. And it’s always the quiet one you gotta watch.”

      Cam raised his bloodied arms. “I’d give you a hug, but . . .”

      With more bravado than he felt, Mike said, “Back off, dude. You look like a serial killer.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Dawn Rooker crept up behind her sister Sandy washing dishes at the sink and poked her in the ribs with a plastic test stick. Startled at first, Sandy played along, raising her hands above her head, saying, “It wasn’t me, Officer, I swear.”

      Dawn said, “Lower those arms and close your eyes. Don’t make me tell you again.”

      Sandy complied and Dawn reached over her shoulder, hold­ing the stick in front of her face. “Okay, open ’em.”

      A gasp—and Sandy plucked the stick out of Dawn’s hand, her delighted squeal launching the cat into a skidding gallop on the kitchen tiles.

      Sandy spun to face her identical twin, green eyes glistening, legs pumping in a jubilant dance. She said, “You’re pregnant?” and Dawn held up crossed fingers, leaking tears of her own, the news after all these years almost too good to be true.

      Sandy said, “When did . . .?”

      “Just now. I had to pee and thought I’d give it a shot.”

      Sandy tugged her into a sudsy embrace, and when she squeal­ed again, Dawn shrieked in joyful harmony.

      Dawn’s cell phone rang now, suspending the lunacy, and she backed away to check the screen. “It’s Cam.”

      “Oh, my. Are you going to tell him?”

      Dawn pressed a silencing finger to her lips and answered on the third ring.

      Cam’s voice: “Hi, babe, it’s me.”

      “My fearless hunter. It’s not even noon yet. Did you bag one already?”

      “I have a funny story about that. I’m sending a teaser as we speak. When you see it, you’ll know what to do.”

      “Okay. I guess. Where are you now?”

      “An hour out. That gas bar in Britt. Mike had to stop and launder his backside.”

      “What?”

      “All will be clear when you open the file.”

      “Fair enough. But if you forget the salad dressing, don’t both­er coming home.”

      “Copy that. French, right?”

      “Balsamic, wise guy.”

      A chuckle. “I knew that. Did you get the file yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Reception’s a bit sketchy out here.”

      “Don’t want to tell me what it is?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Dawn shook her head and signed off, getting a baffled look from her sister, Sandy saying, “Why didn’t you tell him?” Then a smile. “I get it, you want to do it in person. Of course. I’ll catch it on video so you can show the kid his old man crying.”

      Dawn took the test stick and gazed at the matching pink lines in the tiny window. Positive. Six years of trying. Uncountable, embarrassing, often painful investigations, to no avail. And now this. She said, “After everything, I want to be sure before I tell him. I’ve got an appointment with Doctor Farrell next week.”

      Sandy grinned. “Isn’t he the dreamiest? I had the most delicious fantasies with that man between my legs.”

      Dawn gave her a playful swat. “You’re such a piglet.”

      “I can still make you blush,” Sandy said, starting to hop again. “My baby sis is preg-gers!”

      Dawn laughed. “Don’t get carried away. You’re three minutes older than me.”  She set the stick on the counter and took Sandy’s hands, stilling her, saying, “Please, Sandy. When the boys get back, not a word. Not even a hint.”

      “Okay.” But pouty.

      “I need to be certain,” Dawn said, and her cell phone chimed. She said, “Must be Cam’s mystery teaser,” and leaned in to show Sandy as the picture filled the screen.

      As sometimes happened, Dawn shrieked, “Oh, my GOD,” in unison with her sibling, the shrill cry setting the cat off again in another room.
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      After chatting with Dawn, Cam hopped out of the Ram to doub­le-check the load: the quad secure in the truck bed; the carcass lashed firmly in place. They’d left the bush after field dressing the bear, sledding it out to the highway behind the quad.

      Cam kept replaying the shot in his head. Not the hit—the margin. Thinking, An inch or two off the mark, that thing might’ve mauled him to death before I could take another shot.

      As he got back in the truck, Mike came out of the gas bar restroom, looking more chipper. He climbed aboard and belted in. Cam got them back on the four-lane heading north, a drizzle falling now, the gray sky lowering.

      He flicked the wipers on and glanced at Mike. “You okay?”

      “I’m good. Still a bit rattled is all.”

      “I hear that. You get the paperwork done back there?”

      “They only had single-ply, but I managed.”

      The comment got them giggling. When it settled, Cam said, “Remind me to grab salad dressing on the way home.”

      Mike told him he was whipped.

      They came up behind a convoy of long-haulers now, four tankers losing steam on the grade, and Cam merged into the pass­ing lane. As he drew even with the cab of the trailing rig, a vehicle surged up behind him, headlights flashing, the driver gunning it to ride his tail. Cam glanced in the rearview, seeing what looked like an old Chevy Blazer, faded grey paint.

      He held his speed, ignoring the dink behind him. Once he cleared the lead tanker, he returned to the righthand lane, the tailgater surging up next to him now, braking to match his speed. Cam gave the occupants a dismissive glance—four guys in ball caps, two in front, two in back, the driver in mirrored sunglasses flipping him the bird—and returned his attention to the road.

      Mike said, “What’s up with this asshole?”

      Cam said, “Maybe you should show him your badge,” and the Blazer cut them off. Cam hit the binders and the Ram fishtailed on the slick blacktop, the lead transport bearing down fast in the rearview, air horn bellowing.

      Now the Blazer accelerated—just in time—and Cam followed suit, the line of transports receding in the background. When the guy braked again, Cam was ready. He slowed in tandem and saw flashing lights coming up hard in the left lane. An O.P.P. cruiser drew abreast of the Blazer now and gave the dummies a whoop on the siren. The cop paced them until they took the nearest exit, then peeled away.

      Continuing north, Cam said, “That was neat.”

      Mike grinned. “I’m impressed.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Ten years ago, you’d’ve followed those guys home and beat the shit out of them.”

      Cam said, “That was a different life.”
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      Felix ‘Shorty’ Saville said to his cousin Lincoln Cedar at the wheel of the Blazer, “Jesus, man, that was close. Too close.”

      Lincoln said nothing, his attention on the red light at the foot of the off-ramp. In the backseat, baked on weed they called Alas­kan Thunderfuck, the Charron brothers, Donnie and Tunny, played Pokémon games on stolen cell phones. They’d barely look­ed up during Lincoln’s latest episode of road rage.

      Felix said to Lincoln, “You’re still on probation. Where would you be right now if that cop hadn’t been on a call?”

      Lincoln gave him a look—Felix seeing himself doubled in the man’s sunglasses—and said nothing.

      Felix averted his gaze, knowing better than to push it. Bottom line, the situation was behind them and they’d gotten lucky.

      The light turned green and Felix said, “If we hang a left here, we can swing by the Beer Store on⁠—”

      Lincoln peeled through the intersection, Felix saying, “Aw, man,” Lincoln barreling up the on-ramp now, engine straining as he bulled across traffic to the passing lane. Felix gripped the arm­rest and glanced at the speedometer—80 mph and climbing—then returned his attention to the road, the black Ram with the quad in back cresting a hill in the distance. Without much hope, he said, “C’mon, Link, let it go. What’s got you so riled anyway?”

      Lincoln said, “I don’t like the way that fucker looked at me.”
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      The cloud cover broke as Cam eased the vehicle up the long slope of driveway at home and parked it in the garage. He grabbed the salad dressing and told Mike he’d be back in a sec to unload.

      Mike grinned, saying, “Like I said—whipped,” and hopped out to release the tethers on the quad.

      Neither man noticed the faded-grey Blazer creeping past the property on the gravel side road a hundred yards below.
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      Dawn glanced out the kitchen window. “The guys are back.”

      Sandy plucked the test stick off the counter and handed it over, saying, “Then you might want to do something about this.”

      Dawn said, “Oh, shit,” and took off upstairs. She tucked the stick behind some feminine hygiene products on a shelving unit over the toilet, a place no self-respecting male would ever look.

      When she got back, Cam was standing on the mat at the side entrance. He doffed his cap and smiled, and Dawn felt the same blushy flutter she always did when he looked at her that way, as if he’d found something beautiful and couldn’t look away.

      He flashed the salad dressing. “Caesar, right?”

      Dawn snatched the bottle and checked the label. Balsamic. She gave him the evil eye.

      Cam said, “How ’bout a hug,” and stepped off the mat in his hunting boots, Mike coming up behind him in the open door­way.

      Dawn laughed, saying, “Don’t even think about it, Cameron Rooker. There’s blood on your jacket and you smell like guts. Now get out of here, both of you, or I’ll garnish your desserts with kitty litter.”
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      Mike said, “Cameron? Isn’t that what your mama used to call you when you were naughty?”

      Cam said, “Bite me,” and grinned, dropping the tailgate to offload the quad. He slid the ramp out of the bed and Mike helped secure it. Cam backed the quad down the ramp and park­ed it in the garage.

      Now he flipped the tarp off the carcass. “Okay, pal,” he said to Mike, “let’s get this bad boy butchered.”
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      Felix stood at Lincoln’s head in the World Gym on Elm Street, spotting him benching two-fifty, third rep, the veins in his red neck and bulging arms at once impressive and grotesque. On the way here, they’d dropped off the Charron brothers at their mother’s place, Lincoln telling them to be ready by eight, saying he’d decided on a place to hit and wanted to get it done tonight. He made it sound routine. They’d been doing B&Es since their teens, Lincoln an artist at it, caught only once in fifteen years, a break-and-enter that became a home invasion and an old lady got hurt. Lincoln served eighteen months federal time and didn’t give up his pals.

      Felix wanted to believe tonight’s job would be routine, but he knew Lincoln. And he had a sneaking suspicion his cousin was still grinding on that dude in the Ram from this morning. The look the guy had given him. Which meant Lincoln hadn’t seen fear in the man’s eyes, a response he made a point of provo­king in every male over fifteen he came in contact with. Lincoln was like a dangerous toddler, a helter-skelter mix of emotions seething just beneath the surface. No filters, no restraints, his mood turning on a dime. Or an innocent glance. He’d ranted for a half-hour trailing those guys home—a ranch-style place on a hill, isolated, lots of trees—talking about ‘If the fucker ever met me face to face, he’d change his tune in a hurry.’ Macho shit like that.

      Felix focused on Lincoln now, coming into the ninth rep and beginning to fatigue. He reached out to help and Lincoln said, “Not yet.”

      Felix whispered, “Nine,” as the bar inched upward, thinking, Okay, man, that’s enough, you’re gonna pop an eyeball . . .

      But he lowered it for another rep and his elbows wobbled, the bar tilting, and Felix reached for it by instinct, freezing when Lincoln barked, “NOT—yet!” and pushed through, first getting the bar level, then raising it clattering into the slots.

      He sat up now, red-faced, shoulders hunched. Without turning, he said, “I want you ready tonight, Shorty. Hear? You puss out on me . . .”

      Felix said, “I got your back, Lincoln,” and meant it. “Always.”
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      By 5:30 that evening, Cam had the carcass butchered, the pelt tagged and sealed, and the various cuts shrink-wrapped and stacked in a chest freezer he kept in the garage. As he hosed off the butcher table, he said to Mike, “I put the hindquarters aside for you. It’s only fair, considering the beast almost ate yours.”

      “Very funny.”

      “Are you going to tell Sandy about your little run-in?”

      Mike’s face reddened. “Uh, I was thinking maybe we could keep this one to ourselves. You know what she’s like.”

      Cam winked and said nothing.

      Dawn came out on the deck now, moving to the railing to say, “Dinner’s almost ready. You guys hungry yet?”

      “Starved,” Cam said. “Mike here may need a shower, though.”

      Mike poked him and Dawn said, “And why is that?” Getting only giggles in response, she rolled her eyes and said, “Ten min­utes,” then went back inside.

      Mike gave Cam a shove. “Dickhead. You said this’d stay be­tween us.”

      Cam said, “I don’t believe I did,” and used the garden hose to back Mike off.
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      Lincoln preferred to shower at home after a workout. Too many faggy types eyeballing him at the gym. Instead of dropping Shorty off at his place, he’d driven straight home—a basement apartment on Lansdowne in the Donovan—and sent the little guy out to get the Blazer washed, telling him to bring it back as clean as the day it was stolen.

      Poor Felix, with his stubby leg and that grody, built-up shoe he always wore, the sole four inches thicker than its mate. Smart little fucker, though. Loyal as a puppy dog.

      Lincoln stepped into the shower stall and set the spray as hot as he could stand it, reaching for the high he always got after a killer workout like today’s, pushing through to that tenth rep benching two-fifty. But the victory felt hollow now, the high un­reachable. And he knew why.

      That fucking guy.

      No man had ever looked at him that way. What he was used to—what he fucking-well demanded—was fear, that Oh, fuck look he’d seen so often in his thirty-six years. And one way or an­other, he’d get it out of this sonofabitch, too.

      It was owed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After dinner and a few beers, Mike got up from the table saying he needed the boys’ room. The announcement sparked furtive grins from the others, and Mike said, “What.”

      “Nothing,” Dawn said. “Just be sure to put the seat back down when you’re done.”

      Sandy said, “Assuming he lifts it,” and Cam laughed.

      Mike shook his head, glancing back from the stairwell when the grins became chuckles.

      Dawn waited till she heard the door latch up there, then said, “This should be rich.”
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      Mike lifted the toilet seat.

      “What the hell?”

      Scotch-taped to the underside of the lid was a color printout of him face-down in the dirt with the dead bear’s snout up his ass. He snorted laughter, feeling the alcohol now.

      He peeled the thing off the lid and set it on the vanity, thinking, Is my ass really that hairy?

      When he was done, he sprinkled water on his fingers, wiped them on a towel, and picked up the print. He did not put the seat down.
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      Dawn stifled laughter. “Here he comes. Act natural.”

      But it was no use. When Mike thumped down the stairs with the picture taped to his chest, everyone lost it. He tugged it off his shirt approaching the table, crumpled it into a ball and tossed it at Cam.

      Cam caught and unfurled it, saying, “I can’t decide who’s got the furrier caboose, you or the bear.”

      Sandy said, “That sweet ass is the main reason I married him.”

      Crimson now, Mike said, “Thanks, sweetheart,” and returned to his seat. He took a swig of beer, then said to Cam, “So that’s what you were doing instead of putting a second round into the beast? Taking my picture?”

      “When have I ever needed a second round?”

      “Man, you are a dick. I swear that animal was still alive. I could feel its breath on my taint.”

      “Considering what you’d just been up to,” Cam said, “that’s probably what finished the poor bastard off.”

      They all had a good laugh, then Dawn said, “Who’s up for dessert?”
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      An hour past sunset now, the four-man crew cramped in the Blazer with the windows up
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