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  More from Nickolas Butler


  Her face had been made into a jigsaw puzzle. Aida saw how the poor girl tried to hide the scars: the cake makeup, the masking hands, the long hair and baseball cap. The edges of the puzzle pieces purple and crudely lined. Her mouth crooked, but somehow sweet. She smiled painfully at Aida. Pushed an envelope of money across the sticky surface of the café table. The envelope was not thick; it was all that the scarred woman had left.


  The restaurant was abandoned. The waitress hovered around them, refilled their mugs, nodded gamely at Bethany. Said to her, “These are on me.” Then leaned into the table, wiped the surface with her bleachy rag and said, “There’s a way out. Always is. I been there too. Don’t let him beat you like that. You’ll be dead inside a year by the look of it.”


  Some of the fortitude seemed to leak out of Bethany and she deflated slightly, set her mug down, and readjusted the bill of her cap. She looked up at the waitress and said, “God bless you.” But Aida could see that she didn’t believe in God at all, that her eyes contained only anger and fear.


  The waitress nodded and then went away, near the coffee urn, where she watched them, sometimes kibitzing with the cook, a pock-faced man with a long ponytail who peered out at the two women from behind the heating elements glowing red and orange.


  They sat for a while, saying nothing, glancing all around the café, and then Aida said, “Let’s go outside, then,” taking Bethany by the elbow and gently lifting her up. She took the money and stuffed it into her jacket. Hoped she would remember it was there. She was always losing things, so many things.


  They went to Aida’s truck, an old F-150. Aida opened the door and guided Bethany onto the bench seat. She went around behind the truck and looked at the woman’s slumped shoulders framed in the rear window. Bethany, she reminded herself. With her long finger, she wrote the name in the palm of her hand, making the calloused skin go white where the letters were: BETHANY. She wrote the name again in the dirt and dust that clung to the metal of her truck: BETHANY. There were chains in the bed of the truck and a tire iron. A spare tire, a bag of last year’s autumn leaves, and two cement blocks.


  Aida was not in the habit of driving the truck. That morning, en route to Red Wing, she forgot where the knob for the headlights was. She’d just retired from the state highway patrol after twenty-five years and was accustomed to driving a police cruiser. She kicked the gravel. Hail was in the forecast and she waited for it to hit, the violence of the blue-white pellets. She got inside the truck, slamming the door. Bethany shuddered.


  “I’m tired of it,” Bethany said. “Tired! He does this to me, but there ain’t anything for me to do. Nothing to do to make him stop! Goddamn it!” She beat her fist into the dashboard.


  Aida rolled down her window and withdrew a package of cigarettes from her jean jacket. Offered the package over to Bethany, who shook her head. Aida rarely smoked, but just now needed the fire and smoke to fill the silence she was incapable of filling herself. She took a Zippo lighter from the glove box and lit the cigarette, inhaled deeply. Still no hail, but the sky was yellowing, the clouds scudding quickly, oddly no wind to rile the ditch grass. It was late in the year for hail. Bethany’s outburst apparently over, they sat again in silence. Beyond the café and the highway running past it: a barbed wire fence, the concrete skeleton of an abandoned silo, the stone footings of a bygone barn. Then just blue and yellow sky and rapidly circulating clouds. Aida’s ears popped, the pressure changing.


  “All right,” Aida said, her voice husky and sandpapery, “what do you want me to do?”


  Bethany stared back at her pitifully. She had once been attractive. The huge blue eyes, a thick rope of brown hair. Her skin otherwise alabaster, perfect. Aida could see how quickly the bravery came and went in her face, how the strength was braided together with rage, and how Bethany was most cogent when the memory of her attack resurfaced and she needed to strike out and be her anger. All the violence that had preceded her mauling.


  “You know what I want you to do?” Bethany said. “I want you to get him. And I don’t care what you do as long as you understand that I want my revenge. You look at my face if you need a reminder of what I want you to do. And don’t take him to your friends in the police either. ’Cause we already know that ain’t going to help.” Her voice quaked. Aida squinted behind the smoke and dimly remembered that her old colleagues would not be of any assistance. She felt something in her chest like remorse, the knowledge that she had failed this woman, Bethany, before. Bethany, Bethany, Bethany.


  “Is it he out there?” Aida asked. “On that farm?”


  Bethany seemed to shake her head just slightly, as if she could not understand how Aida had forgotten some crucial detail. It was a politely confounded expression she had seen on more and more faces of late, and it frustrated her. It had been her job to look strong, to appear inscrutable.


  “Do you need to write this stuff down?” Bethany asked.


  “I’ll take care of it,” Aida said, breathing out smoke. “No, I’ll take care of it. But you need to leave town for a while. I’ll take you to the Greyhound station and then you have to go away. I don’t care where.”


  The hail hit miles away from the bus station, and they pulled over under a bridge crumbling and rusted. Swallows swooping in and out of their nests. They watched the hail bounce off the asphalt. Ping-pong balls of ice out on the road. They rolled down the windows and felt the cold in the air. Aida opened up her door and slid out, stood underneath the last vestige of protection that the bridge provided. She collected a stone of hail from the ground and held it in her palm, then watched as it melted away. She drank the remaining water. Far away she saw a conical cloud lower toward the ground, but it never did touch and after a while it seemed to lose steam, retreating back up into the heavens. Then the sun reappeared, and a rainbow broke extravagantly across the sky, deep-toned and immense.


  They drove over the hail-strewn road toward the city of Albert Lea and the Greyhound depot, nothing more than a glass room attached to a Shell gas station. There were old magazines on tables near the big windows and a view of the prairie and passing eighteen-wheelers. Two children were pounding the Plexiglas of a vending machine where a candy bar hung on a thin spiral of aluminum. Their little fists and bodies unable to shake the machine adequately. Bethany punched the squat rectangle once and the chocolate bar fell into an awaiting trough. The children snatched the bar and then looked up into her face, as if to thank her, but their own diminutive faces fell apart and they ran away, outside the waiting room. Aida watched as they ran across the parking lot to a woman—their mother, she guessed—and pointed back at the stranger with the hideous face.


  In front of the idling bus Aida handed Bethany the envelope of money. “You hold on to this until I’m done,” she said. “Better you pay me when I finish things up.” I’ve been losing so many things.


  Bethany nodded, clutched the money, shoved it back into her purse, and boarded the bus. A few minutes later, the bus driver rolled a placard in the window to DULUTH and drove off. Bethany’s mutilated face in the window, looking out, her hand pressed to the glass.


  * * *


  He fought dogs in an old barn out on the prairie. Had stolen the land from a widow. He came to her house before dusk, smiling in the glow of the porch light, ignoring the moths powdering his face. She answered the door with a shotgun. He told her that he was her nephew, from Butte, Montana, come with money to buy the family farm. He waved a wad of paper in the air, two fifties on the outsides and nothing in between but thin cardboard coupons for car washes. She looked at him warily, rubbed her forehead as if to loosen out a memory. She undid the lock, lowered the weapon, let him in.


  He had watched her for a few weeks from the road with a pair of binoculars. Knew that she rarely left the house and that she lived alone. Knew she was frail. He’d gleaned too that she was senile: She talked to herself incessantly and he had seen her feeding invisible chickens, broadcasting seeds from her hands to nothing but the sparse grass and gravel of her yard. In other cities he had lived in trailer courts or apartment buildings, but inevitably his neighbors complained about the dogs. Their barking, their waste, their potential for violence. He knew he needed privacy and space. The widow’s name was Ione Miller. He knew this from stealing her mail.


  She served him stale cookies and reheated coffee. He pretended to eat, spit the cookies into a napkin, wiped off his tongue. At the kitchen table he let her talk for two hours, the darkness of the house closing in around them. Then he produced a document that he had her sign, his hand on her frail wrist. She fell asleep in the chair later and he carried her up a flight of stairs to her bed. She weighed next to nothing. When he held a pillow over her face, she did not struggle, her hands swatting weakly at his wrists, as if shooing flies. He pressed his ear to her chest and held a mirror before her thin lips, terrified of her bony fingers reanimating.


  And then he went outside to his truck, where he let the three dogs out, kissing at them and clapping his hands. They wagged their tails in the darkness and urinated. He reached into the truck and illuminated the headlights. They shone out onto the prairie, its grasses bending with the evening wind. In the distance, one giant oak. He set off across the field, the dogs at his heels. He collected fallen limbs until dawn, stacking the wood behind the house. In the barn he found kerosene and some rotten lumber, which he also assembled behind the house. Exhausted, he went back inside the house, wrapped the old woman in her bedsheets, carried her out to the barn, and then returned to her bedroom, where he fell into her ancient mattress and went instantly to sleep, boots still on, and the dogs staring at him from the floor, where they curled in on themselves, their eyes soft and wet. In the mattress he felt the depressions of where she had slept for so many years, her ghost in bed with him. He considered burning the thing, but did not want to leave behind its ancient metal coils. He would buy a new one. The mattress was loud and lumpy, but he dozed heavily.


  The next evening he lighted a huge pyre behind the house on the margins of the prairie. He watched the flames envelope the figure in bedsheets and then returned to the house, where he looked for a television for over an hour before turning on an old record player, the volume of which filled the house and set the dogs to barking. He quickly threw the machine out onto the lawn before retiring to the bedroom, where he pulled the mattress onto the floor. He lay down and the dogs nestled their bodies against his, warming his thighs and belly. Every time he rolled over, the mattress made a sound like dry leaves. He stripped the mattress of its stale sheets, wrapping them around him, and then he fit the mattress into the old woman’s closet, shutting the folding doors, the mattress still alive sounding, everywhere the noise of dry papers being rattled. He went back to the dogs on the floor and fell asleep, the flames of the pyre burning wide and high into the night. It would be impossible for anyone to see the black smoke.


  In the morning, a pile of hot ash and coals. He kicked the cinders for bone but saw nothing discernible. The dogs sniffed the air and there was the bouquet of prairie grasses and flowers. Fresh dry summer air being pushed across the flatlands from the Dakotas. He threw a baseball across the fields and the dogs chased it endlessly. The leather of the dirty orb almost torn away, the marks of the dogs’ teeth everywhere, dimpling the baseball a thousand times over. He hung the bedsheets out on the line and they whipped in the wind like spinnakers, the dogs nipping at the moving fabric.


  Months passed and he collected dogs, training them, hardening them. He rescued them from overburdened kennels and from the houses of parents with small children, the houses of the frail and elderly. He had moved around the country like this, fighting dogs and organizing circuits: Detroit, Cody, Corvallis, Tempe, Tulsa, Des Moines. He had always loved dogs. His parents had let the family Rottweiler sleep in his crib with him.


  * * *


  Bethany first met him at the pet store where she cashiered. She was timid around men, afraid she smelled of dog food and cat litter. She rarely made eye contact with customers, often leaning back against the till to read thick paperback books. Thirty-one years old, and she had made love only once, during the night of her junior prom. And now Bret Kruk was placing his fingers underneath her chin and lifting her startled face to look into his. There was a line behind him, but no one complained or even coughed. He was handsome in a dangerous-looking sort of way, the muscles in him coiled up like a rattlesnake. In bars and restaurants he demanded the best service without so much as raising his voice, just by darkening his face. People seemed to respect him without reason.


  “We should go for a walk sometime,” he said. “I’m new around here. You could show me around. Meet my dogs. I bet they’d like you.” His voice was warm. His fingertips were warm. He smelled of fresh air.


  She smiled, wrote down her telephone number for him, her heart bursting with fire, with an inexhaustible supply of love. Hardly remembered to take his money. He pushed an entire cart of dog food into the parking lot, and she watched from inside as he loaded the heavy bags into a red Ram. She was unaccustomed to seeing new vehicles in the parking lot.


  Days later they were walking beside Crawfish Creek, not far from his farm. The fields around the great farmhouse lay fallow and there was no manure smell in the air, nor were there any animals in sight—no cows or sheep or even horses—just his dogs. At that time he had three that he favored. They rushed out to greet her car when she pulled beside the farmhouse, teeth bared, tossing creamy slobber over her windows, claws raking the metal of her small Japanese car. She waited for him to come out of the house. He smiled and waved at her. Said something almost inaudibly and the three dogs sat in rapt attention, panting.


  “You can get out,” he said. “They won’t bother you now.”


  She had brought him a loaf of homemade bread still warm from the oven and steaming its plastic bag like breath. He seemed too tall and skinny, a scarecrow of a man, though well-muscled.


  “This is my pack,” he said, “or part of it. This is Oso, Point, and Bick.”


  “Part of it?” she asked, confused.


  “I’m a breeder,” he said, touching the sinewy muscle of his own biceps where several tattoos had been crudely executed. Cartoon bulldogs.


  “Are these pit bulls?” she asked, extending her hand gingerly toward them.


  “Don’t be afraid,” he said forcefully, “it spooks them.”


  Their long tongues lapped at her fingers. She giggled.


  “See?” he said, watching her from the corners of his eyes, “my babies.”


  “How long have you lived out here?” she asked, rubbing the dogs’ ears. There were scars on their heads, some old and some new. She touched the animals lightly, wondering if he had rescued the wounded trio.


  “A few months,” he said. “My grandmother passed away and left me the land. I never grew up around here, so I’m still learning the roads, where all the stores are at. It’s nice enough. Room for the dogs to roam. And I got the barn.” He motioned toward the hulking red building, set up off the earth on a foundation of fieldstones. She thought she heard barking in that direction.


  “So you have other dogs too?” she asked, frowning.


  He shook his head, smiled. “You sure have a lot of questions,” he said. “Here. Let’s go for a walk.” He reached for her hand. His was warm, hers cold and clammy. She was conscious of her own skin on his.


  He had packed a picnic basket and they went past the farmhouse and over a field of chopped cornstalks, a year’s worth of weeds just beginning to die off. It was October, the air cool and damp. The sky was gray and they marched through the field, his dogs bounding everywhere, happy. Pheasants fluttered loudly into the sky, exploding off the ground, startling her.


  “I’ve been watching you,” he said, looking at her face, drawing her eyes up to his. “You’re gorgeous. You know that?”


  She did not know what to say, so she turned her head away but squeezed his hand with hers. She wanted to believe him but didn’t entirely. No one had ever called her gorgeous; no one had ever called her anything. At the top of a ridge the field dropped down below them toward the leaden-colored creek. The leaves on the trees had mostly turned and come down, but some still clung on in russets and gold.


  They walked until dusk, returning through the field to the farmhouse. She saw a pile of old ashes behind the house, thought she saw something like a bone. Dismissed it as one of the dog’s playthings. Went on. Her feet were tired.


  “You could come in,” he said. “I’ll make you tea.”


  He held her hands. In the wind, the sound of more barking. She looked toward the barn. She did not want to be alone. “Come on,” he said. “I won’t bite.”


  And she followed him inside the farmhouse. Later they made love on an old brass bed. He was gentle at first, then later more rough. Her underwear had remained on one of her legs, like an anklet. Afterward, lying there beside him, she watched as the dogs nosed open the door to the bedroom and stood next to his side of the bed. They looked at him patiently and one of them licked his toes, which were hanging off the bed. She looked across the room at the closet, where a broken mattress stood crookedly, pressing up against the folding doors. Out the window she looked down at the circle of ashes and dead coals. She wondered if someday this might be her own house. She stood up to go to the bathroom and the dogs growled, but she simply shushed them, patted their heads and scratched their bellies. They whined quietly in pleasure.


  In the hallway were dozens of black-and-white photographs hanging inside aged wooden frames. Early photographs of farmers, horses, state fairs. Somber faces looking back at a photographer no doubt hidden behind a big box camera, a cape of black wool draped over the man’s head and back. He must feel very connected to this house, she thought. She touched the glass that protected the photos with her fingers, left her prints on the strangers’ faces. She proceeded down the hallway and sat on the toilet. The sound of her own water embarrassed her. The smell of coitus was on her skin, on the smallest of her hairs. She wondered if the dogs understood that fragrance.


  * * *


  Aida had seen Bethany precisely twice before the night she called from the pet store, asking for help. But she remembered only the one occurrence, which even now she could not forget.


  Four months shy of her retirement from the highway patrol, the K9 department sent her to the pet store to buy a bag of kibble—a fool’s errand, in fact, and she the fool. Her coworkers had simply sent her on a mission to get her away from the station, where they removed her desk from the office, four big officers carrying it into the back recesses of the garage. Following which everyone hurriedly rearranged their own desks to compensate for the empty spot they had left behind. And then they filled her locker with a thousand golf balls, red-faced with laughter and pleasure, while several miles away, she entered the pet store, its smells overwhelming. From the back of the store: the calls and singing of a dozen different exotic birds. She followed the signs, her index finger raised in the air—DOGS—then shouldered the fifty-pound bag and walked back up to the registers. She paused to observe the fish in their aquariums. She had never owned any pets, not even in her childhood.


  Kruk was there, had not noticed her, despite her red hair and uniform. His face was buried in the young cashier’s hair, near her ear. The cashier was shaking, and then Aida saw that she was weeping, that her face had been mutilated, the wounds still fresh and bleeding. He shook her one final time and then with an open hand smacked her face. Instantly Aida set the bag of kibble down and reached for her service weapon.


  “Stop it right there,” she said to Kruk’s flexed back muscles.


  “Mind your fuckin’ business,” he said to her, hardly even bothering to turn around. “It’s all over anyway. Hard to imagine ever wanting to see this face again.”


  Then, taking the older woman in more fully, his eyes flickered in recognition and then he cracked a small smile. The redhead cop, he thought. She doesn’t even recognize us. Beth’s face.


  “Hands on the back of your head,” said Aida.


  He complied, folding them slowly over the back of his skull, his close-cropped black hair. There was blood on his fingers.


  “On your knees,” Aida told him.


  The cashier wept loudly, blood dripping down her neck. “Hold on, girl,” Aida said. “Call nine-one-one. Call it now.”


  But the girl did not respond. He was lowering himself onto his knees and Aida went to him, holstering her pistol as she reached for her handcuffs. Only then he rolled slightly forward and to his right, and, grabbing her outstretched hand, threw her over himself, the pistol clattering on the store’s shining tiled floor. The store was empty, just the three of them, the manager out delivering the day’s bank deposits, with a side trip home to give his diabetic cat a shot of insulin. Kruk seized the weapon and caught Aida in his sights. She raised her hands in the air, her face unmoving. The macaws and parrots shrieked loudly, pantomimed the foul language of teenage customers like a filthy peanut gallery, at once disturbed and delighted by the ruckus.


  “Bad idea,” she told him, “stupid, stupid idea.” She rubbed her head, considered how she had come to lose the pistol. Studied the skinny man in front of her, tattoos on his arms, the aged ink little more than a blur of shapes.


  He moved away from the two women, out of the store and into his big shining red truck. Aida was just reaching into her pocket for the keys to her prowler when Bethany caught her arm, the girl’s grip surprisingly strong. Her face was bleeding, the scars reopened, and her tears must have burned in those wounds. Aida wanted to shake her off but stopped. Outside, she heard the man’s truck burn rubber and disappear.


  “Don’t,” Bethany said. “Just … don’t.”


  Aida’s mouth opened; she was furious. “He’s got my gun!” she shouted. She turned to go, but the bleeding woman held her in place.


  “Don’t, okay? I don’t want to press charges. He didn’t steal from the store. All he got was your gun, but I have to tell you something. Please stop. Okay? Just listen to me. All he got was your gun.” Then, “You know me. Right? You know me. You have to help me.”


  The store was quiet. Even the birds were now mute in their cages.


  Aida shook her head and looked harder at the young woman. She seemed familiar. But the wounds, already like scars, the horrible wounds. She would have called for backup but the young woman held her arm so tightly that Aida listened. Twenty years ago she would not have lingered, would have pursued the man all the way to Canada had he run that far north. But now she did stop. She felt so, so weary.


  And then Bethany told Aida the story.


  She had moved into Bret Kruk’s farmhouse. Her meager furniture, her clothing. There was plenty of room for her things among the stale-smelling dressers and cobwebbed closets stinking of mothballs. She cleaned for a week straight. Mopped the sagging old wood floors and washed the drapes and linens. She threw his food away, restocked the monolithic refrigerator with greens, fruits, vegetables. She made bread in the oven. She loved that kitchen, the views of the fields open all around her. She bought a houseplant and named it Ione, the name she had seen written inside one of the dressers and again on one of the photographs in the hallway.


  It was a week after she’d moved in that the headlights first came teeming up her driveway, after ten in the evening. At first she thought it was a mob and ran across the farmyard toward the illuminated barn, where a fire was burning outside the structure in a steel drum. He spent a good deal of time out there in the barn with his dogs. She had never been invited inside. Determined to warn him about the impending cars, she pushed the doors open.


  He was inside a cage of plywood and barbed wire, screaming at two pit bulls, working them up, their powerful bodies lathered with sweat. He held them apart, his knuckles white on two separate leashes, both of his thin arms cut in sharply defined muscle. All at once he let the leashes go and the dogs leapt at one another. One was dead in moments, the other dog at its throat, blood spraying onto the dirt floor of the barn. She held her hands over her mouth. The loudest sound was Kruk’s breathing as he panted over the two dogs, and then restrained the one alive, releashing it. Pulling it away. Whereupon the night erupted in the noise of angry dogs all around them. She saw then that he was not a breeder, and yet even now she could not bring herself to understand what was happening.


  “Bret,” she said unsteadily, “there are people coming up the driveway.”


  “Go back inside, baby,” he said, his voice too calm for her. “Go back inside, I’m just expecting some visitors.”


  “They’re here,” she whispered. Then, “Bret, what is … what’s happening?”


  “Go on now,” he said. “Go to sleep. Just some bet-making, that’s all.” He turned his back to her, led the “winning” dog away, toward where she did not know. Help, she hoped. Bandages and medicine, painkillers and water, though all that seemed very unlikely.


  The dead dog before him she recognized as Bick. He slept in their bedroom, ran in his dreams. Bret had described his coloring as “red red nosed.” Bethany shouldered into the cage, picked up the dog in her arms, its body impossibly hot and heavy, and left the barn, just as a column of men came toward her in the night, their own hands full of leashes, dogs snarling, dogs whimpering, dogs who remained chillingly silent, even happy amidst it all. The night suddenly raw with violence.


  She carried the dog into the house, went into the bathroom, locked the door, started the shower, and then stepped into the cold water with the dog in her arms. She held it until it cooled down. She slept on the floor of the bathroom that night, beside the cool of the toilet. Kruk never came for her. She found him in bed the next day at noon, asleep and snoring.


  She scooped the dead dog from the bathtub, wrapped it in towels, and carried it down to Crawfish Creek, where she let the body drop through the water to the bottom, the towels gently moving in the current. She spent the next three hours tossing large stones onto the sunken body until it was covered entirely. An underwater cairn and headstone. When she finally turned to walk back to the house, there he was, right behind her. He struck her across the head with the back of his hand. She went down, holding her mouth as it filled with blood.


  “Once a month those men come out, lay their bets, pay me money to fight their dogs,” he said over her, savagely. “Once a goddamn month. You never have to see it or even know it, okay? You can just go ahead and forget what you saw. They’re just animals.” He breathed quickly, put his hands on his hips, and scanned the fields as if for witnesses. Then he leaned down to her, touched her shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have done that. But damn it, girl. I told you to stay away from the barn.”


  He turned away from her, striding over the desiccated corn stalks. Thereafter she could not be unafraid of him, and the dogs sensed it. She suspected him of training them against her. She kept steak in her pockets, fed them whiskey when he was away. Sang them lullabies as they lounged on the kitchen floor, drunk and full. She did love them, their big eyes and long tongues, felt safer in the house with them beside her, her protectors, their bodies warming the drafty old house through the long, quiet winter. They curled around her on the couch as she read, the heat of their bellies resting atop her cold feet.


  She was afraid to run, had no friends, and nowhere to go. Most of that fall, winter, and spring they lived quietly, taking walks, cooking. A week in Corpus Christi eating fresh shrimp and crab, him having his way with her in a seaside motel to the steady soundtrack of warm, crashing surf. She’d kept her eyes shut or focused on the shifting shadows of other guests walking past their window blinds.


  She was trapped, his viciousness and kindness meshed together to form their own cage. She tried steadily to separate the dog killer from the man who was her lover and companion, but the two figures constantly came together into one and it unnerved her. She did not understand killing at all. No one in her family had ever even hunted. On the nights of the fights she tried to be away, to make the whole thing disappear. Those evenings she spent driving the prairies, breaking at truck stops to pee and buy snacks, soda. She took solace in the country music played in such places at low, comforting volumes. In the mornings she found handwritten notes that he’d left on the kitchen table:


  Who was I before you? Love, Bret


  She called the police one day from the pet store, anonymously. Reported that there was an illegal dog-fighting syndicate operating in a barn off the Crawfish Creek. It was late spring then, and she wanted it all to come to an end. She hoped that the police would scare Bret and he would shut down the operation on his own accord. The officer on the other end of the line listened to her and kept asking her name. She repeated the information and hung up. A day later a police car rolled up their gravel road and two officers knocked on the door.


  “We’ve got a report of some dog fighting on these premises,” a woman cop had said, her long red hair flowing out from behind a brown patrol hat. She was tall and lean, her skin very pale and freckled in places.


  Bethany shook her head, shrugged her shoulders. “No idea,” she said. “We’ve got some dogs, sure. But I don’t know about any fighting.” She leaned on the door, her body weak.


  Officer Aida Battle looked at her, removed her hat, smoothed back that fiery hair. They had not yet met. “Ma’am, are you sure?”


  Bethany nodded.


  “Can we get a look at that barn?” the other officer asked, motioning with his thumb.


  Bethany nodded again, unable to meet their eyes. The male officer went off toward the barn. Bethany watched him open the swinging doors and go inside. She felt the redheaded woman’s eyes on her.


  “I should get your name,” the female cop asked. “No matter what, I ought to get your name.”


  “Bethany,” she said. “Bethany Evers.”


  The male officer was already coming back. He shrugged his shoulders at the female officer, said, “I got nothing. Five or six dogs. Not uncommon on a farm like this. No other signs of anything unusual.”


  The redhead studied Bethany’s face and then glanced toward the barn. She said, “Bethany, if you ever need to reach me for anything, here’s my information. Sorry to disturb you.” She handed Bethany a business card. She donned her hat again, smiled brusquely, and turned. Bethany exhaled. The female officer turned back.


  “Bethany,” she asked, “what do you all farm out here?”


  Bethany paused, thought quickly. “There’s no money in farming anymore. It’s just cheap is all. And quiet.” She smiled, though her eyes pleaded with the officer. Your partner is in on it, she thought. A barn full of pit bulls. He never mentioned they were pit bulls. “The dogs like it,” she said, lying. “My boyfriend inherited the land from his grandmother.” She did not want them to go.


  * * *


  Aida nodded, kicked the dry ground, began walking away. In the distance she saw a circle of old, disturbed coals. The memory of a large fire. She walked back to the police car. Her partner was already in the car. It was unusual that she would ride with another officer and had spent most of her career patrolling alone, but her lieutenant had suggested that Lombard ride along. The address in question was in the middle of nowhere, and Officer Battle was close to retirement.


  “I don’t need that on my shoulders,” he joked. “You go out and don’t come back. So close to retirement and fruity drinks on some Floridian beach. No. Take Lombard along, guy couldn’t find his ass with both hands. Show him those back roads.”


  They drove back down the gravel driveway and through the hulking shadow of the red barn. At the road, they met Kruk’s truck. He waved happily to them, rolled down his window, and stuck an elbow out. In the bed of the truck were three pit bulls, their tongues lolling. “Hello, officers,” he said. “Can I help you?” He blocked the sun from his eyes, squinted.


  Aida peered at the dogs in the bed of the truck, their nails loud on the metal. They barked incessantly. “What kind of dogs are those?” she asked.


  “Terriers,” he said, nodding. “Magnificent dogs.”


  “Pit bulls,” she said, nodding back at him. “Right? Pit bulls?”


  He spat at the ground, grinning. “I don’t call them that, Officer. They’re my pets and I love them.”


  “That why you’ve got them riding in back?” she replied. “If you loved them, you might let them ride in the cab with you. Maybe even buckle them in. Fact is, I could give you a ticket right now.” She wanted to see more of his face, but it was obscured in the shadow of his visored hand.


  “Aida …” Lombard said quietly out the side of his mouth as he pretended to peer out the passenger-side window.


  “We just came from the creek,” Kruk said. “They were playing. Havin’ a ball. I didn’t want to smell like wet dog. My girlfriend hates that.” He smiled again, his teeth showing.


  “Yeah, we just met her,” said Aida, putting the cruiser into park. “Nice lady. Showed Officer Lombard here the barn.” She tried to remember the young woman’s name but couldn’t. I just met her, Aida thought. She waited for a reaction from the man.


  Kruk did not flinch, though he did rub the stubble of his face with a hand. Looking more closely at the passenger side of the police cruiser, he smiled and gave a wave. “Officer Lombard, didn’t see you at first.”


  Lombard waved meekly back. Kruk smiled at Aida, shrugged. “It’s a nice spot for dogs,” he said finally. “So much freedom, you know? Room to roam.”


  Aida put the car back into drive, her foot on the brake. “They’re dry already,” she said.


  “What?” asked Kruk.


  “Your dogs,” she said, “they’re dry.”


  He blinked.


  “You said you were up at the creek. Those dogs look dry.”


  Kruk looked over his shoulder at the three panting dogs. “They dry off quick in the back of the truck like that. My little secret.” And then passing them on his own driveway, he gave them a wave somewhere between friendly and dismissive.


  “Seems like a nice guy,” Lombard said.


  “Yeah, how about that? You knew him this whole time and you never let that slip. Why didn’t you say something?”


  Lombard spit out the window, scratched at the back of his head. “I didn’t realize he lived out here, is all.” He shrugged. “So I see him at the bar sometimes. What’s the big deal?”


  “I don’t like something,” Aida said. “Something ain’t right.”


  * * *


  When Bethany finished her story, Aida paused. “I remember that day, Bethany,” she said. “I remember not believing him. But that’s all the more reason why I still have to go after him. He’s got my gun, for one thing. I can’t let that go. The lieutenant will have my ass. Jesus.” She could not believe she hadn’t recognized the girl, hadn’t recognized Kruk. Her face, I didn’t recognize her face with the scars, she thought. My goddamn mind is going. Unraveling.


  “You can’t,” Bethany said. “Not right now. Just take me to the hospital. I’ll need more stitches.”


  Aida shook her head. “You don’t get it. By all rights, I ought to have him already. Pulled over and in cuffs.” She shrugged off Bethany’s grip. Decades of untarnished service to lose her pistol this close to retirement; Aida was livid, scared. “I’ll get backup. More cops.”


  “They won’t care,” Bethany said stiffly.


  “What do you mean?” Aida said, exasperated. “What do you mean, they won’t care?”


  “They’re all in on it too,” Bethany said, blood everywhere, drying black. “The whole town’s in on it. Your buddy in the car that day, I bet.”


  “Impossible,” Aida said. “This is serious. Abuse of animals, gambling, racketeering.”


  Bethany was shaking her head. “They just think they’re animals.” She wiped her eyes. “I’ve seen it. The way they throw their dogs away afterward. Check the creek. Check the ditches. You’ll see. Just walking the road near our house I’ve collected eighty collars. Eighty.”


  Aida was quiet.


  “They don’t care about your gun, Officer Battle,” said Bethany. She reached into the pocket of her denim skirt and produced Aida’s card, held it up. “All they want to do is bet money on dogs. Now, can you take me to the hospital?”


  She knows my name. She has my card. “I can’t do that,” said Aida. “The hospital will make me file a report. I can’t lie.”


  “Then I’ll take myself,” Bethany said. “Won’t be the first time.” She wiped the counter off, the dried spots of blood. Her manager’s car was now idling in the parking lot, where he sat, eating fast food from a greasy bag. He had just pulled up.


  Aida moved toward the door, stunned. She stopped in the doorway and said, “I’m sorry, Brittany. I’m sorry that I wasn’t able to help you.”


  “It’s Bethany,” the young woman said, “and you forgot your dog food.”


  Aida waved her hand in the air, crawled into her cruiser, and felt the lightness of her belt and holster. Pulling away from the pet store, she reached for the radio to alert other cars of the assault, but then paused. She tried to remember what color the truck was that Kruk had been driving. Had it been red? Black? She pulled onto the road and drove quickly in the direction she thought he had gone, but the road led rapidly out of town and onto the prairie. Ahead of her, nothing but flat fields and trains delineating the horizon. She exited the road, driving onto a gravel track that she knew led to the train tracks. She watched a freight train rush by her patrol vehicle, the graffitied cars a blur before her. She rolled down her window and sucked in the air. What just happened? What just happened?


  Back at the station she walked in, went to her desk, and found Lombard in her spot, on the telephone, talking to his wife.


  “Took you long enough,” Sergeant Doty said. “Where’s the dog chow? The kibble and bits?” He scoffed, examined the box scores of a crumpled newspaper.


  “What’s the deal?” she asked the room. The men shrugged, rolled their eyes, kept hitting their keyboards. Lombard hung up.


  “What the hell?” she asked him.


  He threw his hands in the air. “What do you want, Battle?” he asked. “You forget where your damn desk is?” The men in the office liked to tease her about her memory. She was always losing things: her hat, reports, her coffee mug. They said she was getting old.


  “My desk back,” she said.


  “This is my desk,” he said.


  She opened the top right drawer, where she stored a package of tampons, though she was past the age of needing them. They were not there. She reached across his crotch to the top left drawer, where she kept two packages of Dixon Ticonderoga No. 2 pencils, all deftly sharpened. The drawer was a tangle of rubber bands over a layer of glossy fantasy football magazines.


  “Hey!” Lombard said. “Quit snooping! That’s my shit!” He slammed the drawer shut.


  She stormed out of the office and the men roared with laughter. In the locker room she splashed cold water on her face, let her hair fall loose, breathed deeply. She went to her locker and opened it to an avalanche of Titleist golf balls, all bouncing around the room loudly. She was startled, confused, her mind reeling. Did I leave that young girl back there? Why didn’t I help her? Why didn’t I recognize her or that man?


  Just then her colleagues came into the locker room, a sheet cake in the lieutenant’s hands ablaze with candles. They sang loudly to her, “Auld Lang Syne” and “For She’s a Jolly Good Fellow,” bottles of beer already open in their thick hands. She smiled, beaten and confused, and holding back her own hair, blew out the candles as she was expected to.


  “We’ll miss you,” the lieutenant said, his hand on her shoulder.


  “I guess you didn’t even need the dog food,” she said over him to the K9 unit. They grinned like wolves.


  “One other thing,” she said to the lieutenant later in the evening, pulling him close and whispering, “I lost my pistol. Twenty-five years on patrol, and I lose my pistol going to the pet store on a prank.” She shook her head. “How much paperwork does that earn me?”


  “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Eat your cake. In a few months you won’t need it anyway.” Then, “Lord, Aida. That memory of yours. Must be some rust on that steel trap of yours, huh?”


  She shook her head.


  She ate the cake and drank beer with the other highway patrolmen. Then, protocol be damned, they broke into a box of cigars and the room began to fill with thick, dank smoke. Her eyes reddened as she looked over the room and wondered which among these men took their thrills from watching the slaughter of dogs. There was a fog accumulating inside her head and it frightened her. She had become a cop to protect people, but lately … she was weak, easily duped, so confused. Her memory failing her.


  Driving home that evening early, she narrowly missed several deer on the roads. Inside her house she made a mug of instant coffee, stirring the fine particles of coffee into the boiling water. Within the useless chicken wire of her garden, two fawns were chewing on her lettuce plants and she saw rabbits among the radishes and carrot tops. She had misgivings about retirement. She knew she needed to see a doctor, but was afraid of the notion of a brain scan, scared to think of her body entering the pounding tube of a CAT scan. She feared Alzheimer’s even more. She lived alone and wondered if her isolation was responsible for the broken connections inside her head. She was always forgetting things, many things. Everything. Not long ago she’d left the prowler in her driveway overnight, idling, lights on, until the gas tank ran empty. The next morning she had to pour a gallon of gasoline from a jerry can into the tank, gas meant for the lawn mower but enough to get her back into town. Other things too: She had forgotten the lieutenant’s name, had handed a speeding ticket to a waitress instead of her money, wore tennis shoes to work three mornings in a row. It was Lombard who gently pointed to her feet.


  She thought of Bethany and realized in that moment at her kitchen sink, looking out into the growing shadows of the gloaming, that the reason why the young woman had not pressed her to arrest the man was that she wanted him killed or dealt with in different terms. And what good could possibly come from involving the police, the same men she knew were complicit in his crimes? And then, just as suddenly, Aida recognized the scars on her face. They were not from any kind of blade. They were the scars of a face bitten by a dog, maybe many dogs. The kind of scars she saw most frequently on the dirty faces of neglected young children.


  She moved into her den, set a record on the turntable, poured a glass of bourbon, and listened to Dave Brubeck for several hours, unnerved and ashamed. Over and over she listened to that record, flipping it almost like a pancake every time the needle signaled her to do so, almost as if hypnotized. Bethany was all alone in the world. Twice she had failed to help the woman. Inside her lonely house Aida felt like an inadequate guardian; she felt afraid, cradled the bourbon and ran her fingers through her hair. Then some time in the middle of the night, with coyotes sounding out in the fields beyond her windows, she listened to the record wobble as it spun without music, the needle swimming out over the record’s dark and grooveless center. She sat that way until dawn, blurry. The turntable scratching, the needle a single claw.


  * * *


  Bethany called from the pet store one week into Aida’s retirement. She wanted to meet somewhere discreet. She had been living at a roadside motel for several months, her money now almost gone. There had been hail forecast for that day, tornadoes sighted already in western counties.


  She told Aida then how the dogs had taken her face, how she escaped the farm, how she could not quit her job because she needed the money, how her manager could no longer look her in the eyes, how the procedure to save her face had amounted now to a mountain of debt that she knew she could not pay off. How the pain of her stitched-together visage made it impossible to sleep on a bed, her face on a pillow. How she slept in chairs at night and dreamed of dead dogs and teeth wrapping around her skull, like a softball.


  They met the next day at the café beside the highway. That morning Aida had gone to a gun show in Red Wing and bought a new pistol in order to reclaim her old one. Aida had pieced together Bethany’s situation on a legal pad; she had taken notes with a pencil. Kept underlining: BETHANY, PIT BULLS, BARN, FACE. She underlined BETHANY until the graphite broke, ripped a jagged hole right through the paper. Fingering the hole where the name had just been, she could no longer remember what had been there. “Started with a B,” she said, “started with a B.”


  * * *


  They came to the barn on the first night of every new moon, when the night was entirely black and the animals less susceptible to the moon’s weird whims. The barn held about two hundred people packed in tight, elbow to elbow, belt buckle to belt buckle, most of them parking their asses on a set of old wooden bleachers Kruk had bought from a high school remodeling their gymnasium.


  Aida watched as her old colleagues came through the barn doors, already drunk, carrying handles of cheap liquor, their fists full of fragrant cigars. Then the parade of politicians, schoolteachers, attorneys, and businessmen. Kruk greeted them all at the door, writing their bets in a book, and taking their money.


  The newcomers came up the driveway with their headlights blazing, the veterans navigated in darkness, the stars overhead crisp and clearly visible and the two tracks of the driveway familiar. She watched them file into the barn from her vantage in the farmhouse, the metal of the pistol cold and real against the pale skin of her lower back where the muzzle nestled beneath the elastic of her panties. The night was alive with dogs.


  Most of the fights lasted only minutes; she could construct in her head the inside of the barn through the cheers and jeers of the men assembled: the initial prefight rumblings, then the off-leash fervor, the tenacious encouragements and insults, and finally the agonized pleadings and overjoyed exclamations. The sound of money changing hands was there too, in the night air, like the quaking of old aspen leaves. In between fights she spied the men leaving the barn, pissing into the darkness, the cherries of their cigarettes and cigars briefly illuminating their drunk faces. She watched as some owners carried their dogs out of the barn like dead children, kissing them. Others kicked the dying creatures and carcasses out into the near night, the light of the barn in their fading eyes. She watched a man piss on a beaten, bleating dog. At times it was difficult to separate the sounds of men from those of the dogs. Worst was the sound of stomping boots on the wooden bleachers. It caused the hair to stand up on her neck.


  She whispered to herself, “Stay together now, girl.”


  The final match lasted what must have been an hour, the voices of the men growing low and hoarse with the protracted battle. She watched the spectators emerge into the night, vomiting, their hands on the sides of the barn. Others left, their tires spinning gravel into the air.


  “He’s fighting blind,” she heard one man say. “Got no eyes left.”


  The match ended near dawn, the sky bruising blue and yellow. The men left, some with their dogs. She went into the closet beside the old mattress and shut the folding doors, waited for him to come up the stairs, his boots heavy. She tried to breathe evenly. Downstairs, a door opened. She waited for the sounds of canine claws on the old wood, but there was nothing, just the noise of a bottle being extracted from the refrigerator, a cap popped off. She would have been found by now if there had been dogs, would’ve had to act first. She sighed in relief. Finally he came up.


  He removed his shirt, his back and chest marred with crude tattoos. He sat heavily on the bed, yawned, scratched at his whiskers, and slowly pulled off his boots and socks. He was asleep inside a minute. She eased the folding doors open, the gun already drawn, then moved across the room, aiming for his face. He snored, his lips moving. She stood beside him, so close that she could smell the sweat and blood on him. Then she whipped him with the pistol across the face, gouged the bridge of his nose. He sucked air and howled. She edged back. Outside, dogs barked inside a dark barn.


  “On your feet,” she said, taking a half step backward.


  He looked at her, smiled. “I thought you were retired.” Moving his neck forward, he spat blood at her boots. “Surprised you remembered how to get out here …”


  She fired a bullet at the floor, the room suddenly smelling of gunpowder and smoke, her ears ringing with the blast. “Don’t fuck with me,” she said. “On the floor.” She indicated with the smoking barrel of her pistol.


  He crept to the floor and lay down, eyes never leaving her. She handcuffed him, grabbed his hair, and slammed his face into the wood.


  “You got it right this time!” he said. “What is it? Alzheimer’s? I see it, you know. See it in your eyes. They’re all glassy. You’re losing it more and more, ain’t you?”


  “What happened to her?” she asked, shaking her head. High on adrenaline and at the same time oddly drowsy, she felt wobbly. It was still dark in the room, just the ambient light of the stars.


  “I told her not to show fear,” he said. “She couldn’t do it. She wasn’t strong enough. They’ll smell it on a person. I smell it on you.”


  “We’ll go for a walk,” she said. “You can tell me then.”


  They walked out of the house, over the field toward the creek. He tripped on the cornstalks, falling down. “Look, lady, I don’t know what happened,” he said. “Best bet is, she didn’t realize they’d come into the house after a fight. Maybe their muzzles were torn open. Maybe they were raw, angry. I expect she tripped over them in the night, on her way to the bathroom. Honestly, I don’t know. I mean, I dropped her off outside the hospital.” He shrugged. “I told her not to be afraid. Where’d she go anyway? Haven’t seen her face in a while. Not since I stole your gun. You remember that, don’t you?”


  Aida whipped him again. They were close to the creek. She heard the sucking and whoosh of the water around tree roots and fallen trunks. He stopped at the bank. In the water she saw a strange pyramid of rocks. “Get in there,” she said.


  “The hell I will,” he said. “I’ll drown.”


  “Get.”


  He stumbled into the water but kept his footing. Never broke down, never wept or begged. He stood in the middle of the narrow creek, arms behind him, blood trickling into his mouth.


  “Where’s the money?” she asked.


  He spat into the creek and the blood went away.


  “Last chance,” she said, pulling the hammer back.


  “In the freezer,” he said. “Some more underneath a floorboard up in my bedroom.”


  “How much?”


  “I don’t know,” he said. “You count it.”


  She shot him twice then, and his body spun backward into the creek. She watched him drift away until his body became entangled in an old fence line cutting through the creek along with all the other debris: ragged plastic bags, branches, cornstalks. She watched as the water broke against him, pushing him farther down into the murk. Then she went back to the house.


  Inside, she stacked the money from the freezer on the kitchen table. It was rubber-banded into thick wads and wrapped in Saran. Her old service piece was in the freezer too, next to Ziploc bags full of rhubarb, sweet corn, and tomatoes. And a deed to the house, signed over to him by an Ione Miller. She set these things on the table and went upstairs.


  She opened the folding doors and the mattress fell down onto the floor. Only the way it fell did not sound right. A single hundred-dollar bill floated through the air, falling to the floor like an expired leaf. She looked at the mattress more closely. There was an incision in the side and she saw that the mattress was stuffed with cash, bonds. This money wasn’t his, Aida thought. The dates on some of the bills were from the 1920s. She counted the cash as she extracted it from the musty old pad. Ninety thousand dollars. In the closet, beneath a floorboard, fifty thousand more. She went down the stairs with the money heaped in her arms, stuffed into pillowcases. She carried everything out to her truck, looking over her shoulder toward the field and the creek. There was barking inside the barn. She locked the doors to the truck and moved toward the giant red building. Dawn had come.


  Inside, one dog yet barely alive, entrails hanging from his belly to the dirty floor, and chained to an old cow stanchion trembling with fear. Aida came to it, her hands on its sides gently. She freed the dog, but it only leaned into her. She carried it back to the truck, its eyes searching. She drove down the driveway, her eyes on the rearview mirror. She looked back at the gravel path before her. An Escalade had just turned into the driveway and was moving toward her. It pulled to the shoulder, and she saw the driver roll down his window. She recognized him as a pharmacist. Saw his breath in the early morning cool.


  “Officer Battle,” he said, looking embarrassed. He saw the dog beside her in the truck, the pile of money. “Didn’t know you fought dogs.”


  “Wilson,” she said, “you have any morphine on you?” His name came effortlessly, from some fathoms deep inside her. She let the words come up.


  He startled. “He in bad shape?”


  She fingered the pistol beside her, was irate inside. “He’s damn near gone,” she said.


  “Don’t waste the drugs,” he said, waving his hand. “Bullets are cheaper.”


  “That right?” she said.


  She pulled the pistol out, leveled her wrist on the window frame, and put two bullets in each of his driver-side tires. The dog startled, shook. Wilson stared at her. “Morphine,” she said.


  He rode in the bed of the truck to the veterinarian’s office. She made him carry the dog in himself.


  “You fight another dog,” she told him, “I’ll do more than ruin your vehicle.”


  He nodded, walking into the back of the building with the wounded animal.


  She went back to her house, pulling the F-150 into her driveway. Blood on the bench seat and a bag of money. She folded out of the truck, every nerve inside her body bent and charged. Just then two fawns burst out of her browned garden and she pulled the pistol from the small of her back and aimed at them, but they’d already bounded into the safety of a nearby copse of birch. She tried the front door, but it was locked. The keys in her hands jingled together and it was difficult for her to fit the metal inside the lock. Pushing against the door, she began sobbing. She was breaking and there was no one for her. Finally the door gave way and she allowed herself to lay right down in the doorway. She had the sudden desire to own a dog, a pet, some kind creature to comfort her. She fell asleep that way and lay there until the afternoon sun was hot enough to induce sweat. Then picked herself up and went inside, closing the door. Leaves had collected in the threshold.


  The answering machine was blinking on the kitchen counter and she went to it, pressed the button. It was the lieutenant. “Battle. It’s LT. Look, got a strange report of Doctor Wilson showing up at the vet’s office holding a dead dog. Said you’d dropped him there? Said he had two flats out by that farmhouse you and Lombard visited. You remember …” But the tape had run out, his voice stopping abruptly. The machine said, “Message two.” It was the lieutenant’s voice again. “Damn machines. Look, I know you’re retired and everything, Battle, but I need you to call me on this one, all right? I sent Lombard out there this morning to check on things and no one was home. That kid Kruk might be mixed up in something and he wasn’t around, though his red Dodge truck was. So if …” The machine cut the lieutenant’s voice off again and then said, “You have no more messages.”


  It was red, she thought, how could I have forgotten a red Ram? A red Ram. A red goddamn Ram.


  She reached into the cupboard for a coffee mug, staring out the window the whole time. The driver-side door of the truck was open. She filled the kettle with water and put it on the stove to boil. She went outside to the truck where the money was still on the seat. She eased into the truck and tried to turn on the radio but did not have her keys. She went into the house and found the keys beside the answering machine, looked out the window. The truck door was still open. She went outside and then sat on the bench seat again, turning the keys in the ignition. The radio warbled on and she sat that way for some time, listening to country music until night set in. Inside the house, a whistle was blowing and the kitchen windows were foggy with steam. The stovetop was everywhere wet with water that had sputtered out of the kettle. What was I doing? What a mess. What a mess. On the kitchen table was a bag full of money.


  * * *


  In Duluth, Aida found Bethany beside the great lake, watching freighters go slowly by. It was the first day of November, and Bethany had a cashmere scarf knotted around her face.


  “It’s the only thing that can touch my face,” she said. “So goddamned expensive, but it’s the only thing that feels good.”


  They sat on the gray, weathered seat of a park bench. Aida kicked a duffle bag toward Bethany’s right shoe.


  “I’m not dumb, you know,” Bethany said after a while. “I want you to know that. You probably think I am … but I’m not. I went to college. I was just no good with men. Could never say the right thing, so … I just stopped talking. I thought I’d won the lottery with Bret. You should have seen him with those dogs sometimes.” She wiped her nose with the back of her hand gently. “Especially in the mornings. They’d hop up onto the bed and be licking at his face and I can hear his laughter.” She threw a stone into the lake. She thought about him again and shivered uneasily. He had not been a good man; he had duped her. She unzipped the duffel bag, tilted her head.


  “Should be enough for whatever surgery you need,” Aida said. Then, “I took fifty already. That number seemed about right. Too bad about that house, though. Who knows if she had any kin. Seemed like a nice enough place there, near the creek and all.”


  “No,” Bethany said, “I hope it gets burnt to the ground. All of it.” Then, “You didn’t remember me at all, did you?” She moved her fingers lightly over the scars on her face. “Are they that bad? The scars?”


  Aida shook her head, her teeth cold in the wind. “I got an appointment at the Mayo hospital down in Rochester, but I don’t even know if I can stand to go. Don’t know if I care to hear the bad news.” She paused. The air smelled fresh, a suggestion of snow not too far away, but also of other things: diesel, fish, sawdust. “No,” she said, “they aren’t that bad. But no. I didn’t recognize you. Not even sure I filed a report for that day. If I think back to it, I can’t even remember driving back to the station that day. Just … whole days gone. Whole days.”


  “I’ll go with you,” Bethany said, looking at Aida. But Aida never acknowledged the words and maybe the wind had come across the lake and swooped them up because the redheaded woman sat still, regarding the expanse of water ahead of her. Her lips moving very minutely and Bethany realized that she was talking to herself as if no one else was around. Whole days, whole days.


  They sat together, the wind sweeping their hair into their faces. Out on the lake the freighters moved slowly and whitecaps were building, crashing against the piers and riprap. Above them, abandoned grain elevators rose into the blue sky and pigeons circled. They watched a three-legged dog trot through a field of rusted trucks, its black nose in the air, sniffing the freshwater breezes.
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  We invited him to all of our weddings; he was famous. We addressed the invitations to his record company’s skyscraper in New York City so that the gaudy, gilded envelopes could be forwarded to him on tour—in Beirut, Helsinki, Tokyo. Places beyond our ken or our limited means. He sent back presents in battered cardboard boxes festooned with foreign stamps—birthday gifts of fine scarves or perfume for our wives, small delicate toys or trinkets upon the births of our children: rattles from Johannesburg, wooden nesting dolls from Moscow, little silk booties from Taipei. He would call us sometimes, the connection scratchy and echoing, a chorus of young women giggling in the background, his voice never sounding as happy as we expected it to.


  Months would pass before we saw his face again, and then, he would arrive home, bearded and haggard, his eyes tired but happily relieved. We could tell that Lee was glad to see us, to be back in our company. We always gave him time to recover before our lives resumed together, we knew he needed time to dry out and regain his balance. We let him sleep and sleep. Our wives brought him casseroles and lasagnas, bowls of salad and freshly baked pies.


  He liked to ride a tractor around his sprawling property. We assumed he liked feeling the hot daylight, the sun and fresh air on his pale face. The slow speed of that old John Deere, so reliable and patient. The earth rolling backward beneath him. There were no crops on his land of course, but he rode the tractor through the fallow fields of prairie grasses and wildflowers, a cigarette between his lips, or a joint. He was always smiling on that tractor, his hair all flyaway and light blond and in the sunlight it was like the fluff of a seeding dandelion.


  He had taken another name for the stage but we never called him by that name. We called him Leland, or just plain Lee, because that was his name. He lived in an old school house away from things, away from our town, Little Wing, and maybe five miles out into the countryside. The name on his mailbox read: L SUTTON. He had built a recording studio in the small, ancient gymnasium, padding the walls with foam and thick carpeting. There were platinum records up on the walls. Photographs of him with famous actresses and actors, politicians, chefs, writers. His gravel driveway was long and potted with holes, but even this was not enough to deter some of the young women who sought him out. They came from around the world. They were always beautiful.


  Lee’s success had not surprised us. He had simply never given up on his music. While the rest of us were in college or the army or stuck on our family farms, he had holed up in a derelict chicken coop and played his battered guitar in the all-around silence of deepest winter. He sang in an eerie falsetto, and sometimes around the campfire it would make you weep in the unreliable shadows thrown by those orange-yellow flames and white-black smoke. He was the best among us.


  He wrote songs about our place on earth: the everywhere fields of corn, the third-growth forests, the humpbacked hills and grooved-out draws. The knife-sharp cold, the too-short days, the snow, the snow, the snow. His songs were our anthems—they were our bullhorns and microphones and jukebox poems. We adored him; our wives adored him. We knew all the words to the songs and sometimes we were in the songs.


  ***


  Kip was going to be married in October inside a barn he’d renovated for the occasion. The barn stood on a farm of horses, the land there delineated by barbed-wire fences. The barn was adjacent to a small country cemetery where it was entirely possible to count every lichen-encrusted tombstone and know how many departed were lying in repose under that thick sod. A census, so to speak. Everyone was invited to the wedding. Lee had even cut short the leg of an Australian tour in order to attend, though to all of us, Kip and Lee seemed the least close among our friends. Kip, as far as I knew, didn’t even own any of Lee’s albums, and whenever we saw Kip driving around town it was inevitably with a Bluetooth lodged in his ear, his mouth working as if he were still out on the floor of the Mercantile Exchange.


  Kip had just returned to Wisconsin after about nine years of trading commodities in Chicago. It was as if the world had just gotten small again. For years, decades, our whole lives, really—we’d listened to the farm reports in our trucks on the AM radio. Sometimes you’d even hear Kip’s voice during those broadcasts as he was interviewed from his office down in Chicago, that familiar self-assured baritone narrating fluctuations in numbers that dictated whether or not we could afford orthodontia for our children, winter vacations, or new boots, telling us things we didn’t exactly understand and yet already knew. Our own futures were sown into those reports of milk and corn prices, wheat and soy. Hog-bellies and cattle. Far from our farms and mills, Kip had made good, manipulating the fruits of our labor. We respected him just the same. He was fiercely intelligent, for one thing, his eyes burned in their sockets as he listened intently to us complain about seed salesmen, pesticides, fertilizer pricing, our machines, the fickle weather. He kept a farmer’s almanac in his back pocket, understood our obsession with rain. Had he not gone away, he might have been a prodigious farmer himself. The almanac, he once told me, was almost entirely obsolete, but he liked to carry it around. “Nostalgia,” he explained.


  After he returned, Kip bought the boarded-up feed mill downtown. The tallest structure in town, its six-story grain silos had always loomed over us, casting long shadows like a sundial for our days. Very early in our childhoods it had been a bustling place where corn was taken to be held for passing trains, where farmers came to buy their fuel in bulk, their seed, other supplies, but by the late eighties it had fallen into disrepair, the owner having tried to sell in a time when no one was buying. It was only a few months before the high-schoolers began throwing stones through the windows, decorating the grain silos with graffiti. Most of our lives it was just a dark citadel beside a set of railroad tracks that had grown rusty and overgrown with milkweed, ragweed, fireweed. The floors had been thick with pigeon shit and bat guano, and there was a lake of standing water in the old stone basement. In the silos, rats and mice ran rampant, eating the leftover grain—sometimes we broke inside to shoot them with .22s, the small caliber bullets occasionally ricocheting against the towering walls of the silos. We used flashlights to find their beady little eyes and once, Ronny stole one of his mother’s signal flares from the trunk of her car, dropping it down into the silo, where it glowed hot pink against the sulfurous darkness, as we shot away.


  Within ten months Kip had restored most of the mill. He paid local craftsmen to do the work, overseeing every detail; he beat everyone to the site each morning and was not above wielding a hammer or going to his knees, as needed, to smooth out the grout, or what have you. We guessed at the kind of money he must have thrown at the building: hundreds of thousands for sure; maybe millions.


  At the post office or the IGA, he talked excitedly about his plans. “All that space,” he’d say. “Think about all that space. We could do anything with that space. Offices. Light industry. Restaurants, pubs, cafés. I want a coffee shop in there, I know that much.” We tried our best to dream along with him. As young children, we had briefly known the mill as a place where our mothers bought us overalls, thick socks, and galoshes. It had been a place that smelled of dog food and corn dust and new leather and the halitosis and the cheap cologne of old men. But those memories were further away.


  “You think people will want to have dinner inside the old mill?” we asked him.


  “Think outside the box, man,” he crooned. “That’s the kind of thinking that’s killed this town. Think big.”


  Near the new electronic cash register was the original till. Kip had saved that, too. He liked to lean against the old machine, his elbows on its polished surface while one of his employees rang up customers at the newer register. He had mounted four flat-screen televisions near the registers where it was easy to monitor the distant stock markets, Doppler radar, and real-time politics, talking to his customers out the sides of his mouth, eyes still trained up on the news. Sometimes, he never even looked at their faces. But he had resurrected the mill. Old men came there to park their rusted trucks in the gravel lot and drink wan coffee as they leaned against their still warm vehicles, engines ticking down, and they talked and spat brown juices into the gravel rock and dust. They liked the new action that had accumulated around the mill. The delivery trucks, sales representatives, construction crews. They liked talking to us, to young farmers—to me and the Giroux twins, who were often there, poking fun at Kip as he stared at all those brand-new plasma television screens, doing his best to ignore us.


  Lee had actually written a song about the old mill before its revival. That was the mill we remembered, the one, I guess, that was real to us.


  ***


  Our friend Ronny Taylor was an alcoholic. The drinking had made a bad detour of his life. Once, he had fallen down drunk onto the curb outside the VFW on Main Street and banged his head hard, broken some of his teeth. He’d been belligerent and loud that night, hitting on other people’s girlfriends and wives, spilling his drinks, and twice he’d been seen peeing into the alley behind the bar, his dick out in the breeze while he whistled “Raindrops Keep Fallin’ on My Head.” Sheriff Bartman had no choice and picked him up for public intoxication, though Bartman had no quarrel with Ronny and simply wanted the man to dry out somewhere safe, to not jump behind the wheel of some pickup truck only to kiss an oak tree at seventy miles an hour later in the evening. But of course the damage had already been done. All that night and into the next morning as Ronny lay cooped up in jail for public intoxication, his brain was bleeding from the inside. By the time the sheriff took him to the hospital in Eau Claire for emergency surgery, it was too late. Damage had been done that could not be undone. No one ever said as much, but we wondered if all that alcohol had thinned his blood, worsened the bleeding. Ronny was never the same after that, but some slowed-down version of himself. More happy perhaps, but also less aware, and if you were a stranger meeting him for the first time, you might just think he was a little slow, but then again, maybe you would think he was normal. Either way, you might never have guessed about the young man that existed before in that same body. His sentences just didn’t come as quickly and frequently he repeated himself. But it didn’t mean that he was dumb, or handicapped, though sometimes, I wonder if we treated him that way.


  Ronny dried out in the hospital over the course of several months, often restrained in his bed, and we came to the hospital to hold his hand. His grip was ferocious, his veins seemed everywhere ready to jump right out through his sweaty flesh. His eyes were scared in a way I had only seen in horses. We wiped his forehead and did our best to hold him down to the earth.


  Our wives and children came to visit him too and he liked that. It forced him to mellow. Our children brought crayons and paper to the hospital and drew crude portraits of him, the colors always happy and beside his head a glowing sun or a leafed-out tree. Sometimes after the children left we would find him clutching their art and bawling, other times, holding them tenderly, studying them and touching their work like sacred artifacts. He saved those pictures and later hung them in his apartment.


  After a period of time he came out of the tunnel and we took care of him as best we could because he was ours and he had no other family; both his parents had passed away when we were in our midtwenties—carbon monoxide poisoning at their cabin up on Spider Lake, near Birchwood. Ronny was Little Wing’s orphan.


  He had been a professional rodeo. He was tender with horses, brutal with cattle. He knew ropes and even before the accident he’d suffered any number of vicious injuries and insults to his body. There were times when he came over to our house for dinner that my children would ask him to list off his broken bones. That inventory took some time.


  “Let’s see,” he’d say, pulling off his tired cowboy boots. “Well. I had all ten toes broken, I know that.” Next he’d pull off his holey socks. What toenails he still had were yellowed and the dirty milky color of quartz; they seemed to grow in defiance of his flesh. “Some of these toes were broken twice, I think. An angry brahma is going to come down wherever they want to come down, see, and sometimes that’ll be on you.” Ronny would pick up our son, Alex, and set him on his back on the living-room floor and then pretend to be a bull, crashing down gently on the little boy’s body, tickling his ribs, armpits, and toes. “In Kalispell they wanted to take both pinkie toes, but I escaped the hospital before they could put me under. Had a girl there who I called and she was waiting outside with the engine running.…


  “This scar here,” he said, indicating his pale right ankle, “a bull named Ticonderoga come down on it and snapped my leg in two.”


  My kids thought this was the best game in the world—seeing how many garments they could get Ronny Taylor to shed, how many broken bones he could remember, how many nasty scars their little fingers could trace.


  But the drunken fall had ended his rodeo life, and we were sad for that. He had dropped out of high school to rodeo; he had no trade and no skills.


  Lee paid for his medical expenses, his apartment, his food and clothing. We weren’t supposed to know any of that, but we had grown up with Rhonda Blake, who worked in one of the Eau Claire hospital’s medical records departments, and she told Eddy Moffitt one night at the VFW. She had been shaking her head and smiling kind of winsomely and Eddy went over to her, bought her a drink, and asked what was going on.


  “You know, I could get fired for saying something,” Rhonda said, “but the thing is, something like this. People ought to know. I never heard of a good deed like this. Christ, I could lose my job, but truth is, it’d be worth it.”


  And then she told Eddy that Ronny hadn’t had insurance. That the bills had been well over a hundred thousand dollars. “One day,” she said, “we get a delivery from New York City. An envelope from some record company to Ronny’s attention. And sure enough, a goddamn check for a hundred and twenty-three thousand dollars.”


  She drank her beer fast, her eyes wet.


  “It was just so sweet,” she said, “I couldn’t keep it to myself.”


  Eddy told us all this story one night after a high school football game. (Us versus Osseo.) None of us had children old enough to be in high school yet, but when you live in a town as small as Little Wing, Wisconsin, you go out to the high school football and basketball games. It is, after all, something to do, cheap family entertainment. We all stood underneath the bleachers, some of us sharing a pouch of Red Man chewing tobacco, others passing a bag of sunflower seeds, listening to Eddy as the crowd thundered its support right above us, boots stomping the wooden bleachers, the rickety metal scaffolding shaking loose rust. From overhead, aluminum cans and crumpled-up hot dog wrappers rained down. We crossed our arms, spat, tried to imagine what a check for a hundred thousand dollars even looked like.


  Lee was already our hero, but this only deepened our love for him, grew his legend. We all went out the next day and bought ten more of his albums, each of us, even though we had duplicates at our homes. And that money we spent was precious too because so many of us were just scraping by; it could’ve been plugged into savings or used for groceries. Still. We mailed them to relatives and distant friends, donated them to libraries and nursing homes.


  Ronny never saw a bill; Lee’s lawyers took care of all the logistics. Ronny would be taken care of forever. Ronny did not seem to know that he had a patron in life, or, maybe he did, I don’t know. All I know is that Lee never talked about it, and neither did Ronny. Then again, it was only right. There were countless posters of Lee in Ronny’s apartment, and they had been there well before the accident and surgery. Most had gone a little faded with sunlight, greasy with kitchen smoke. They had adorned those shabby walls long before Lee became famous. Ronny had always loved him the most.
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